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1.1 Introduction  
Ashis Nandy (1981) mentioned a Bengali poet who once lamented that 
whenever a clock chimed in an Indian film; it would be sure that the clock chimed 
twelve times. The poet was hinting towards the melodramatic nature of the Indian 
film. While an Indian film, specifically a Hindi popular film, can be characterized by 
its melodramatic structure and often predictable story lines, the sheer size of the 
industry and the historic role it has played in terms of being the dominant 
entertainment form in India cannot be underestimated. Popular Hindi cinema while 
conspicuously absent from international film awards holds sway over Indian masses. 
It has given this country superstars, whom the public loves and adores. More 
importantly, “popular cinema engages with everyday lives and experiences in ways 
that are unique” (Mazumdar, 2007). Ahmed (1992) is of the opinion that in spite of 
the vulgarity and extravagance of the popular Indian film, it allows important insights 
with in which people live, and popular cinema points to the dreams and the dilemmas 
of the society.  
The Indian film industry boasts of impressive figures:  it is not only the largest 
film industry in the world, it is the ninth largest industry within the country and 
employs millions of people and sells billions of tickets globally. The industry 
produces over 1,250 feature films in a year. Bollywood, specifically, has been 
acknowledged by the investors as a prominent industry with immense growth 
potential that recorded a growth rate of 360 percent from 1998 to 2005 
(Subramanyam, 2000; Lorenzen & Täube, 2008).  
The Indian film industry is located in five cities: Mumbai, Chennai, Kolkata, 
Bangalore and Hyderabad. However, the films emanating from the industry in 
Mumbai, often called Bombay, defines the Indian film industry. Bollywood is another 
name for the film industry based in Mumbai. The name itself was created by the 
English press in India during the 1970s (Ganti, 2004) and it is Bollywood that not 
only has a national audience, but in the recent years has achieved an increasing 
international reach, though international release of Bollywood films is targeted at the 
Indian diaspora. Popular cinema in India has managed to survive the overwhelming 
presence of Hollywood worldwide. In its hundred plus years of existence, Bollywood 
continues to captivate the audience with its distinct charm. The fascination of Indians 
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with films can be gauged from the fact that even as a British colony India was the 
third largest producer of films (Ganti, 2004).  
On an everyday basis, approximately 15 million people flock to theatres for 
cinema viewing. By virtue of its huge viewership, Hindi cinema happens to be the 
biggest segment of the Indian film industry. Cinema was born in a form to creatively 
portray social reality, only to be commercialized for the profit prioritization goals of 
its makers. Film makers sink huge sums of money into producing films and as such 
they strive to profit as much from their productions. In their quest for returns, they 
often resort to marketing strategies of catering to the lowest common denominator, 
with content that find favour amongst the audiences. Being driven by ‘box office 
return’, filmmakers’ efforts converge on catering to the changing taste and demands 
of the audiences, the very profile of which is changing.  
Over the hundred and fifteen years of its reformist journey, Bollywood has 
mirrored a range of issues prompting public debate and tempting corrective state 
action. In the course of the long journey, the nature and style of the narratives have 
changed to an extent where the fantasy-oriented entertainment dimension has 
emerged as a vital component. Despite its vacillation between the two extremes, of 
sometimes being awfully responsible and at others outright sensational, Indian 
cinema has truly attempted to mirror social reality. A gamut of issues got 
representation in Indian cinema – from freedom to unemployment, from poverty to 
exploitation, from dowry to women’s emancipation, from social conflict to national 
integration, from education to fantasy-oriented entertainment. Cinema did make 
honourable attempts to bring about social awareness amongst the Indians and to 
remove age-old taboos. The sufferings of peasantry at the hands of the landlords and 
moneylenders, the unpleasant consequences of widow remarriage, the evils of a 
young girl’s forced marriage with an old man, the deadly consequences of communal 
conflicts, the tragic effects of dowry, the sufferings of untouchables and the like have 
been vividly narrated on the celluloid. 
If popular perception is any indicator, a major part of the social transformation 
in India can be attributed to cinema’s social reformist role. Films that talked movingly 
about the wrongs of the society perceptibly influenced it and shaped it for the better, 
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and films that movingly talked about pro-social values and their pleasant 
consequences could further reinforce such values. 
 Despite popular perception favouring it, there are differences of views on 
“whether cinema has social impact?” One school of thought believes that films can 
never affect or reform the social body or the events taking place within it, but the 
other believes that the medium does have a direct or indirect impact, though it is not 
immediately perceptible. The former finds evidence in the notion that ‘just after a 
couple of excellent anti-war films were exhibited, the second world war engulfed 
humanity’. They urge that cinema cannot and should not offer any solutions for social 
problems raised by its writers and directors, by its content and style. The mere 
exposition of the problem, therefore, is enough and there ends cinema’s artistic 
obligation. The later, however, stretches cinema’s role further to promote a thought 
process and a line of action whereby the viewers are provoked into trying a change 
for the better (Rangoonwalla, 1975).    
Elaborating on the impact of cinema on the viewer’s judgement, 
Rangoonwalla (1975) claims that cinema has grown to be a standard reference for 
most kinds of questions and situations, where elementary knowledge and practice are 
needed. The mass mind picks up such points largely and stores them in some mental 
corner, to be reactivated while seeking or giving answers and guidance in certain 
situations. 
A gloss over the available literature of impact of cinema shows that Cinema 
can play positive impacts in terms of providing entertainment, enhancing information 
and knowledge, sensitizing people about urgent issues of society, in creating 
sociability and offering catharsis. It offers release from tensions of daily life. Cinema 
can also play an equally negative role in teaching wrong values, generating social and 
sexual violence and crime, providing escape from reality into a dream world of 
fantasy instead of facing up to the problems of life, encouraging adoption of 
destructive role models and in encouraging cynicism about social institutions 
(Bhakhry, 1995).  
The role of women in the Indian society has been a subject of Indian cinema 
from its very inception. A host of films have discussed issues of women. The film 
Achhut Kanya (1936) protested against the caste barriers and religious bigotry and 
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suggested inter-caste marriage as a way out. Indian cinema raised the issue of Hindu 
widow remarriage in Bal Yogini (1936); protested against marriage of young girls 
with old persons in Duniya Na Mane (1937); and drew attention on the problems of 
alcoholism in Angoori (1943). The problems of unwed mothers were narrated in film 
Devata (1939); while the malice of dowry was exposed in Dahej (1950). Duniya Na 
Mane (1937) was a challenge to the feudal system and a courageous attempt against 
gender discrimination and child marriage. The film Prem Rog (1982) dealt with the 
social issue of widow remarriage to emerge as a mile stone in social film making. The 
film Chandni Bar (2001) narrates lives stories of the Bar girls of Bombay, through 
the struggle of a girl through her life first during her days as a bar dancer, through her 
marriage and then eventually as a mother. 
The cinematic portrayal of women reflects their social role as mother, as wife, 
as daughter. They are also portrayed as housewives, as professionals, as business 
leaders, and as labourers. They are portrayed as single woman, as unwed mothers, 
and as prostitutes. In the social power structure, women are portrayed as dominant, 
subordinate, balanced, and as marginalized. True to their social role, in personal 
attributes, women are shown as optimist, hesitant, fearful.  They are portrayed as 
traditional as well as modern. Onscreen women are all-rounder, spirited, egoistic. 
They are portrayed as contended as well as over-anxious. In the Indian social 
structure, women are portrayed as family pillar, self-sacrificing and strong valued. 
This diversity in role portrayals is expected to be a reflection of social reality if the 
argument of cinema as a mirror of social reality is accepted. Conversely, if cinema’s 
impact on society is accepted, then it is also likely that the Indian women emulated 
their role from the celluloid portrayals. 
The critical feminist perspective on media content was mainly concerned with 
the stereotyping, neglect and marginalization of women that were common during the 
1970s. As Rakow (1986) points out, media content can never be a true account of 
reality, and it is less important to change media representation than to challenge the 
underlying sexist ideology of much media content.  
Most central to the critical feminist analysis is probably the broad question of 
how texts position the female subject in narratives and textual interactions and in so 
doing contribute to a definition of femininity in collaboration with the reader. For the 
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feminist critique, two issues necessarily arise. First, the extent to which commercial, 
media texts intended for the entertainment of women like soap operas can ever be 
liberating when they embody the realities of patriarchal society and family 
institutions (Radway, 1984). Second, the degree to which new kind of mass media 
texts that challenge gender stereotyping and try to introduce positive role models can 
have the empowering effect for women (while remaining within the dominant 
commercial media system). Ultimately, the answers to these questions depend on how 
the texts are received by the audiences. 
 A pertinent question that deserves attention is how the cause-effect 
relationship prevailed. Against the backdrop of the encounters in the available 
literature, this study explores the portrayal of female protagonists in the popular Hindi 
cinema in India. Through an analysis of female protagonists in selected popular Hindi 
cinema, this study explores how the portrayal of the female protagonist has changed 
over the last fifty years. Another important questions that this study addresses are: 
Can the women portrayed on screen act as role models for women in society? What 
are the social issues being raised in the selected films and what solutions have been 
provided for them? What is the dominant image of womanhood that emerges out of 
the study of the selected films? In order to answer these questions, feminist film 
theory has been used as a qualitative tool to analyze the selected female characters 
and the films.  
Chapter 1 has been labelled as Research Design and includes importance of 
the study, objectives of the study, research questions, review of literature, 
methodology, theoretical framework: feminist film theory, and the limitations of the 
study. Chapter 2 provides a brief introduction to the Hindi film industry and its 
evolution through the past 100 or so years. Chapter 3 deals with the portrayal of 
woman in Hindi cinema in various roles, such as women as wives, women as mothers 
and unwed mothers, women as daughters, women as courtesans and prostitutes, and 
women as rape victims.  Chapter 4 is the analysis of the women protagonists in 
selected films from 1950 to 2000. The work is concluded in chapter 5. 
1.2 Importance of the Study 
Women’s representation in media texts has long concerned social scientists 
and scholars. The medium of motion pictures holds a special place across various 
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media texts due to its immense popularity among audience and the sheer captivating 
power of the audio-visual. Women and cinema has long been an important subject in 
social sciences. It raises important questions about film as an art practice, film as a 
tool to raise social awareness, film as a medium of entertainment and film as an 
instrument to dispense the dominant ideology. A plethora of research is available in 
the west that deals with the underrepresentation and misrepresentation of women in 
films, advertisements, literature etc.  While a body of research that deals with the 
representation of women in media has begun to appear in India too, much focus and 
detailed work is still required to unearth the practice of stereotyping and 
misrepresentation of women. This work is aimed at contributing towards the growing 
body of literature that deals with women--cinema interface in India. Due to the 
diversity of themes in popular Hindi cinema, sheer number of films produce till date 
and the popularity that the genre commands, it is important to investigate the roles of 
women in such films. This research will help in understanding the popular image of 
women as showcased in the films.  
1.3 Objectives of the Study 
One of the first objectives of this study is to understand the portrayal of 
women in selected Hindi films. The portrayal will be understood in terms of the 
defining characteristics of women depicted on the screen. This objective can be 
further refined as: to explore the characterization of women in the selected Hindi 
films. Since this study covers a time period of fifty years, it is imperative to 
understand the evolution of female protagonists in the selected films. The evolution 
can be ascertained in terms of the change in the portrayal of women on screen from 
1950 to 2000. Sexual objectification of women across media texts and specifically in 
films has long been a concern for feminist scholars. Therefore, this study will also 
look at the objectification of women. The influence of films as a powerful 
communication medium that can influence and modulate behaviour cannot be 
underestimated. Another objective of this study is: to understand the women depicted 
in the selected films as role models for women in society. Literature, art, paintings 
etc. have all tried to define womanhood in their own terms. They have endeavoured to 
frame the feminine in distinctive moulds. Cinema too plays its part in defining 
womanhood for the society. Another objective of this work is: to understand the 
dominant image of womanhood that can be gleaned from the study of selected films. 
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Films have long played the role of entertainers and carriers of social messages. 
Therefore, the role of selected films in highlighting the social issues and providing a 
solution for them will also be a focus in this study.  
1.4 Research Questions 
RQ1. What are the defining characteristics of female protagonists in selected Hindi 
films?  
RQ2. Has the portrayal of women protagonists changed from 1950 to 2000? 
RQ3. Have the women protagonists in the films sexually objectified? 
RQ4. Can the women protagonists act as role models for women in society?  
RQ5. What is the dominant image of Indian womanhood, that is depicted in the 
films? 
RQ6. Which social issues were raised in the films, and what was the solution 
provided for them? 
1.5 Review of Literature 
The film--feminism interface did not establish itself in the west until the 
1970s. Consequentially, studies dealing with the topic in Indian context were even 
slower to start in India and are fewer in number. Film studies in India as an academic 
discipline itself did not establish before the 1980, with Kumar Shahni, a student of 
Ritwik Ghatak, being credited with bringing the “first major shift in the ‘national 
modernist’ writing of Indian film industry” (Rajadhyaksha, 2009; Prasad, 1998).  
Chatterji’s (1998) Subject Cinema, Object: Woman, A Study of the Portrayal of 
Women in Indian Cinema is one of the first comprehensive works of the application 
of feminist film theory on Hindi cinema. The study deals with a large number of 
Hindi films ranging from the earliest days of cinema to the late 1990s, and the 
analysis of their women characters employing the feminist film theory. The detailed 
analysis draws following conclusions  
by and large, Indian mainstream cinema reaffirms and reinforces 
social definitions of women…women are constantly defined in 
relation to men. Men, masculinity and male behavior are always 
the reference point for women. Women are defined in familial 
terms as carers and nurtures. Women’s identity and status derive 
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from their relation to the explicit gendered categories of mother, 
daughters, and wives…women are defined not only in relation to 
men, but also as dependent on men and subordinate to them. (p. 
262) 
Discussing the Hindi filmmaker’s penchant to evoke the mythical goddesses to create 
an idolized image of woman on the screen, Chatterji (1998) writes that the women in 
cinema “must remain trapped within the image of a Sita and capture the symbols 
associated with Durga, or a Radha”. The conclusion from the chapter dealing with the 
relation between mythological symbol and women on screen states that “the misuse 
and abuse of mythological women in and through popular Indian cinema has its own 
inherent dangers of perpetuating the same myths and spreading the same messages 
today’s aware women are trying to fight against”. Mathur (2002) explains the figure 
of mother goddesses that inhabit the Hindi film screen, “the goddess image, however 
is represented through cardboard representations -- either as a tyrant figure (of a 
mother-in-law) or as a sacrificing mother, or even as the bloodthirsty Kali”.  
 Chatterji’s (1998) work further analyses the roles given to women on screen, 
particularly the image of the woman as a wife, as a mother and as a prostitute. She 
also investigates women as rape victims and uses Mulvey’s (1989) male gaze to 
understand the sexual objectification in such films. The study also deals with the 
portrayal of women in films where the women take male mannerisms and attires, for 
instance Hunterwali (1935), Bandit Queen (1994) etc. These films, according to 
Chatterji (1998), “uphold the superiority of men over women and thereby, reinforces 
and respects patriarchy”, consequentially they give the impression that male are 
superior beings on earth.  
Jain and Rai’s (2002) edited volume Films and Feminism: Essays in Indian 
Cinema is a collection of essays dealing with the feminist interpretations of specific 
films and noted Indian auteurs such as Rituparno Ghosh and Deepa Mehta. Studying 
the item numbers in Bollywood, Nair (2002) explains Mulvey’s (1989) male gaze in a 
short study: “women’s specially constituted role as spectacle, as the subject of the 
Look, is especially evident in the song and dance numbers”. Items numbers that are 
usually about blatant display of sexuality have been taken over by the heroines from 
the vamps of the earlier films. Writing about the portrayal of women in selected 
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parallel films [Arth (1982), Mrityudand (1997), Aastha (1997) and Paroma (1984)], 
Sharma (2002) concluded that “these films make a very strong statement about a 
woman’s perceptions regarding her body and herself, juxtaposed with a man’s 
perception about herself”. Jain (2002) writes that even “in films with strong feminist 
statements, the images are cast on stereotypical molds” and woman on screen 
“continue to live up to the ideal of ‘Sitahood’, men fail to come up with an 
appropriate concept of masculinity…the Ramayana motif is a recurring one in Hindi 
cinema.” 
Basu (2013) tries to locate femininity in the Hindi film, “in the classical Hindi 
film, the physicality of the woman cannot threaten or overwhelm a pristine economy 
of the Hindu-normative household. The woman as mere body is usually displaced 
into an isomorphic “other” zone with its own grounded typologies.” Basu (2013) 
further tries to locate the space occupied by women on screen, “the woman was 
perpetually caught between a desired iconic stasis in the ritualized domesticity of the 
“home” (the cradle, the kitchen, the tulsi tree in the courtyard, the puja room, or 
rituals like the Karva Chauth”.  
According to Dasgupta (1996) feminists and social scientists have long been 
concerned with the depiction of women in Hindi ‘masala’ films. Dasgupta (1996) in a 
study of 16 women centric films produced between 1979 and 1987 with “overt 
feminist themes”, tries to locate feminist consciousness in the selected films. The 
author defines feminist consciousness as, “an awareness of women as victims of 
social oppression in the patriarchal world order, and an integration of the 
complexities of race, class, sexuality, and culture into this awareness. The study 
concludes that the films “manifest a strong class bias regarding the types of 
subjugation and victimization women suffer in society”, lower class women, 
according to the study are punished more brutally than their upper class counterparts. 
In these films though women revolt against the patriarchal system, “their victories are 
ultimately rendered pyrrhic as they are forced to give in to the anguish of a lonely and 
discontented life”. In the selected films where women revolt against their spouses, 
“they are either forced to accept their husbands’ terms for reconciliation or are 
relentlessly destroyed by the social juggernaut”. Dasgupta’s (1996) final conclusion is 
that the “film industry is producing some films that are dealing with certain issues and 
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concerns of women. However, the films remain limited in their scope of exploration 
of gender inequalities”. 
Butalia (1984)  tries to answer the question as to what kinds of role do women 
play on screen and whether they serve as role models for Indian women. The author 
blames the overwhelming presence of men in the film industry to project women as 
dutiful mothers, loyal sisters and obedient wives. These women act as a support for 
their men, they provide comfort and rarely question their men. Their self-sacrificing 
nature and ‘pureness’ is projected as their strength. Modernity as equated with 
‘badness’, a ‘bad woman’ is often single and is projected as modern. Modernity is 
defined in terms of the clothes they wear, and the vices they suffer from, such as 
smoking and drinking. Butalia predicted in 1984 that change will be slow to come in 
the projection of images of women in commercial cinema, and the real change won’t 
come unless women themselves won’t venture in filmmaking. Traditionally the bad 
women have been symbolized by the ‘vamp’, Mazumdar (2007), describes the vamp 
as an intrusion of the west into the Indian cinematic space. The vamp suffers from 
vices and an uninhibited sexuality, “while the heroine was the site of virtue and 
‘Indianness’, the vamp’s body suggested excess, out-of-control desire, and vices 
induced by ‘Western’ license’”. This dichotomy of the chaste women and the 
sexualized vamp continued to pervade Hindi cinema until the early 1980s. During the 
1990s, however the hyper sexualized dance sequences associated with the vamp 
began to be performed by the heroines. In a study spanning from 1991 to 2010, 
Chatterji (2007) traces the evolution of women’s sexuality in selected Hindi films. 
The writer opines that the films that show feminine sexuality, do so by attaching 
negative implications and usually such women have to face a punitive end. Good 
women who desire are placed within the confines of a marriage.  
In a 1987 study, Kishwar and Vanita assert that female characters are stripped 
of all realistic human and social complexities, and end up on screen as stereotypes. 
The short study focuses on the representation of women in Hindi films in general and 
working women in particular. Films, according to the authors have a tendency to 
stereotype the poor working woman and any realistic portrayal of women is avoided. 
Women are sentimentalized as victims devoid of any rebellion and competitiveness, 
she may be a mother of sons, widow or an abandoned wife. The employed woman or 
the working woman is viewed with ambivalence, and the hostility directed against her 
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is masked as pity, such women are marked as ‘freaks’ and must be ‘cured’ of their 
unfeminine desires. The mothers who spend their life in rearing children receive 
reverence, “the younger woman who starts off as a humble servant, dancing girl or 
labourer and works her way into the hero’s heart by her selfless service may end up as 
his wife or may end up dead” (Kishwar & Vanita, 1987). The authors of the study 
conclude,  
until Hindi cinema matures to the extent of acknowledging the 
complexity and diversity of human nature and experience, and 
overcomes the temptation to fall back on the small range of 
stereotypes that it has established for itself, there is little hope that 
the experience of poor working women will receive less cavalier 
treatment than it has hitherto. (para, 107) 
 Ram (2002) in an ethnographic study conducted on Indian diaspora tries to 
understand the audience’s understanding of the representation of gender in popular 
Hindi cinema. The author writes that, “commercial Indian cinema has clearly been a 
masculine domain which inevitably promoted women as star objects instead of star 
subjects” (Ram, 2002). Women are declared stars based on their ability to cater to 
male desire and fantasy, men become stars because of their ability to represent 
allegorically aspects of the self, such as the image of the ‘angry-young man’ 
personified by Amitabh Bachchan. Women, according to the study are perpetually 
implicated in discourses of nationhood resulting in gendered nationalist scripts that 
emerge across film texts and reader’s narratives.  
 According to Sen (2008), the female protagonist remains a figure of suffering 
and abjection, especially in the post-independence India.  She is a victim, invariably 
rescued by the intervention of a reform minded and progressive male. Kakar (1981) 
defines the ‘good mother’ in Hindi cinema, and attributes suffering as the most 
important feature of mothers in films. Sons, invariably are the saviors of such 
mothers. Sen (2008) talks about the portrayal of women in Hindi cinema’s golden 
age; “the basic ideological scaffolding of popular cinema remained undeniably 
masculinist, in tandem with the larger national discourses of independent nationhood” 
(Sen, 2008). Bollywood, according to the author has also used the overused formula 
of a dangerously alluring femme fatale who threatens the happy conjugal home, this 
11 
melodramatic plot has produced many hit films. Post-liberalization Hindi cinema 
continued to define and denounce ‘unacceptable' femininities and rogue sexualities 
and these films were commercial success.  
Barnouw and Krishnaswamy (1980, cited in Banaji, 2006) maintain that Hindi 
films deploy female characters who are psychologically paradoxical, they actually 
depict the absolute male worshipping devotion of women from Hindu epics, blended 
with the nonchalant use of costumes and tough behaviour supposedly attributed to 
‘liberated’ Western women. The films try to create an image of a woman idolized in 
the religious epics and simultaneously try to create another contrasting image of a 
woman supposed to be modern and liberated. According to Nandy (1981) Hindi films 
try to depict the traditional Indian’s fragmented image of a woman, which is more 
blatantly represented by the characterization of the ‘bad’ women on the screen, “such 
women are represented by cantankerous mothers-in-law and arrogant caste-conscious 
wives of the rich, on the one hand, and by seductive cabaret dancers and gunmen's 
molls, on the other”. These women, according to Nandy (1981) are “placed outside 
the acceptable limits of bi-cultural living”.  
Ayob’s (2008) study tries to locate the change in women’s characters in six 
popular Hindi films ranging from 1970 to 2007. The study posits that women 
characters in the 1970s and 1980s were portrayed as docile and “unable to articulate 
their needs even in the face of oppression, or as independent but cruel or hard-
hearted; more specifically, women characters were portrayed as preservers of 
tradition.” According to this study the 1980s mark the beginning of “a shift in the 
psyche of women characters” (Ayob,2008), who wanted to break free from their 
environments. Women characters in Pakeezah (1971), Umrao Jan (1982) and Prem 
Rog (1982) are portrayed as preserves of traditions while women in Salam Namaste 
(2005), Baabul (2006), and Tara Ra Rum Pum (2007) have been characterized as the 
‘new Indian women’ who want to break free from the shackles.  
Sarkar (2012) analyses women centric films in parallel cinema and middle 
cinema, whereas parallel cinema has been identified as serious and artistic in 
representation and middle cinema as a cross between commercial and commercial 
and parallel. The study mainly suggested that “representation of women in such films 
encourages social change in the treatment of women in Indian society” (Sarkar, 
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2012). Like many other works that hinted at the construction of a woman character 
with mythological underpinnings, Sarkar’s (2012) work also drew the same 
conclusion. Goddesses such as Durga and Kali were evoked by the filmmakers in 
women characters who fought men.  
Pradhan (2014) explains the portrayal of women in selected films via a 
comparative study of Bollywood songs and concludes that “women in popular cinema 
today are objects with predetermined roles first and then anything else”, and even 
modern liberated women in Bollywood blockbusters such as Kabhi Kushi Kabhi 
Gham (2001) and Lagaa Chunari Mein Daag (2007), are “patriarchal in totality of 
their conception of woman and womanhood” (Pradhan, 2014). 
Another area of concern of Feminist scholars in India is that that popular films 
in India portray women in stereotypical roles, where they accept sexual violence 
without complaining (Dasgupta & Hegde, 1988; Gandhi & Shah, 1992). In other 
words, violence against women may be shown as a normal part of a man--woman 
relationship. Derné (1995) suggests that the abuse of women at the hand of men has 
been glorified by Indian cinema. Ramasubramanian and Oliver (2007) conducted a 
study to investigate the manner in which popular Hindi films portray sexual violence, 
and the way in which violence might be associated with gender and romantic love. 
Top box office hits from 1997, 1998 and 1999 were taken for analysis. The research 
concluded that slightly half of the sexual scenes depicted in the films contained 
sexual violence in the form of teasing. The study also concluded that women were 
more likely to be the victim of sexual violence than men, and that “severe sexual 
violence is more likely to be portrayed as serious, whereas moderate sexual violence 
is more likely to be portrayed as fun” (Ramasubramanian & Oliver, 2007). Even in 
the films meant for all age groups, sexual violence is present and apart from villains 
the obvious perpetrators of sexual violence in Hindi cinema, heroes too are 
responsible for violence against women on screen. While villains were responsible for 
serious sexual crimes, heroes were implicated in moderate crimes such as teasing and 
harassment.  
Somaaya, Kothari, and Madangarli (2002) in Mother Maiden Mistresses study 
the depiction of women in Hindi cinema from 1950 to 2000. The authors mention the 
impact of the feminine imagined in religious texts such as Manusmriti to be more 
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prominent in the 1950s. The female characters during this time were influenced from 
religious parables and the various female characters from myths and epics such as 
Sita, Shakuntala, and Radha. Though the stamp of the female from epics never faded, 
it was strong during the beginning years of Hindi cinema. During the sixties, the 
ideology and the imagination that defined the women characters of the previous 
decade continued, though it was a bit watered down. Women in films during this 
time, because of the prominence of the romantic musicals, were readily portrayed as 
sweethearts and love interests. The figure of the courtesan, which was to make its 
mark in the coming decades, also entered during this era. The seventies, according to 
the characters discussed in the study, marked the first time when women began to 
break away from the past definitions. They tried to defy the notions of purity, 
sacrifice and duty that were considered as hallmarks of women in Hindi cinema. The 
eighties continued the tradition of previous decades and women characters tried to 
cross the laxman-rekha more often. Stereotyping dominated the women characters of 
the nineties according to Somaaya et al. (2012), though there were women on screen 
who were ready to break the shackles. 
Bose (2009) writes that “portrayal of Indian women in Bollywood films 
creates, produces, and reinforces women’s roles in a strictly heterosexual and rigid 
fashion”. Further, Bose (2009) questions the ‘progress’ made by Bollywood in recent 
years with reference to increasing ‘westernization’ and ‘marketization’ in Hindi 
cinema and asserts that “things haven’t changed much for Indian women”.  
Abbasi-Bhura (2001) investigated the role of women in selected popular 
cinema using feminist film theory. Mother India (1957), Sholay (1975), and Hum 
Aapke Hain Koun..! (1994) were critiqued to unearth the roles assigned to women 
characters. The work asserts that 
the two main characters found on celluloid are that of wife and 
mother. These two characterizations have their roots in two great 
Indian mythologies, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. There are 
strong links between onscreen women and the goddesses Sita, 
Durga, and Kali. Other roles women are cast in are that of vamp, 
courtesan, and avenger. (Abbasi-Bhura, 2001, p. v) 
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Abbasi-Bhura (2001) also identifies the common themes related to women in the 
selected films, which included self-sacrifice, taming of women through force, use of 
women as erotic spectacle and domestication of women. The work further asserts that 
“the roles of women in Indian popular cinema has not changed in the last fifty years” 
(Abbasi-Bhura, 2001). Even westernized and glamourous women are expected to be 
conservative, domesticated and subservient.  
 Nandakumar (2001) studied the role of women in Indian cinema in a time 
period spanning 60 years. Women, according to the study, were playing roles that 
were subservient to the male lead and stereotypical in nature. Nandakumar (2001) 
also defines the fundamental roles of women in cinema – “the subservient wife, 
mother or sister, the vamp and the prostitute, the very sensuous girlfriend who is very 
conforming”. The roles played by women ultimately catered to the image of women 
in the male fantasy. Women on screen are caught between the image of a saintly 
Madonna or the debased prostitutes and the images of women on screen cater to the 
patriarchal fantasy of what a woman should be. Mythical characters like Sita, Radha, 
Draupadi and Savitri are used as prototypes for women characters. Datta (2000) 
investigates the relationship between globalization and the representation of women 
in Indian cinema and writes that “fundamentalist forces at home erase spaces of 
difference and possible interventions and construct a monolithic representation of 
gender and nation”. Datta (2000) also blames the emergent right-wing ideology for 
the stereotyping of women roles. The Madonna versus the prostitute motif is also 
indicated in Akbar’s (1992) study that mentions the depiction of heroines in Hindi 
cinema. Heroines in earlier films, according to the study, symbolized chastity and 
virtue, her beauty evoked literary responses and comparison with moon and stars. 
Akbar (1992) hints at the male gaze and blames the camera for robbing the heroines 
of their dignity in the films of 80s, with the camera more focused on the bodies than 
the ‘doe-liked’ eyes of earlier heroines.  
 Virdi (2003) talking about contemporary Hindi films, blames a nationalist 
patriarchy and a sexist film industry for the portrayal of women in films. Virdi further 
mentions a network of institutions that frame ‘womanhood’ in popular imagination. 
This Indian ‘womanhood’ was created during the nineteenth century in response to 
the colonial rule. Art, literature, drama, poetry and other art forms created an image of 
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a woman that was actually a mix of upper-class Brahminical values and Victorian 
values.   
 While much of the research on the roles and images of women on screen focus 
on women as wives and mothers, Rajjiva (2010) examines cinematic images of 
gender in terms of the father/daughter dynamic in four films depicting the South 
Asian diaspora: Bend it like Beckham (2002), Monsoon Wedding (2001), 
Bollywood/Hollywood (2002) and Second Generation (2003). Calling the films as 
texts of resistance, Rajjiva (2010) suggests that the films depict the “post-patriarchal 
family: where the father is no longer a God-like figure of omnipotent power but, 
instead, a space of nurturing and even empathy”. 
 Commenting on Jab We Met (2007) and 3 Idiots (2009), both of them super-
hits, Gupta (2010) is of the opinion that the films have serious problems with gender 
and the films use “women’s sexual vulnerability to create sensation and humour”. 
While Jab We Met uses English language and metaphors to create humour, 3 Idiots is 
crude in its directness. Punathambekar (2013) calls the women characters as the 
primary custodians of Indian culture in films that feature the Indian diaspora, such as 
Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham (2001). Moreover, such films make a synecdochic 
relationship between the purity of the women and the purity and sanctity of the 
nation. In a critique of Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak (1988), Sircar (1999) maintains that 
the love story in Bombay cinema changed after the 1980s and coincided with the 
liberalization. This resulted in the change of the ‘Indian woman’ on screen, who was 
related to the “whole spate of features asserting the continuity of traditional 
institutions in the new time”. Writing in 1991, Tejaswini Niranjana relates the rising 
nationalism and the image of women on screen and avers that “the aggressive neo-
nationalism of our times produces and sanctions a new femininity which is targeted 
by a national market rather than merely regional ones” (Niranjana, 1991).  
While most of the research identifies the problem with the depiction of 
women characters, Tere (2012) suggests a solution to the issue 
 [W]omen characters should possess agency to dismantle the 
existing power structures as well as be able to negotiate their own 
position within this structure. It is time that cinema seeks a 
redefinition of women as objects of male gaze Women’ s 
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experiences and dilemmas as points of narration are the need of the 
hour. Going beyond the stereotypes will do a great help to the 
cause of women in Indian society. (p. 9) 
1.6 Methodology 
This study deals with the application of feminist film theory on selected films, 
to study the female protagonists of Bollywood or popular Hindi cinema. Films 
belonging to the category of popular cinema have been taken for analysis. Popular 
Hindi cinema is distinctive from its counterpart, that is the art film or the parallel 
film.  Ganti (2004) defines the characteristics of popular cinema as films that feature 
songs and dance, melodrama, put emphasis on stars and spectacles and have lavish 
production values. Moreover, the popular cinema in Hindi has a distinctive narrative 
structure and may follow a given set of plot devices. In other words, it may not be 
difficult for the audience to predict the end or the climax of the movie. Nandy (1981) 
clearly distinguishes between the popular cinema and the art cinema: “the Bombay 
cinema is a spectacle not an artistic endeavor”. Popular cinema can also be 
distinguished from the art film in terms of the sheer number of audience that the 
former commands. This factor is important because it tells us about what the audience 
likes and what the filmmakers think will be liked by the audience.    
The word protagonist is of Greek origin and made up of two words: protos 
meaning first and agonizesthai meaning to fight. The word owed its origin to the 
Greek theatre and refers to the actor playing the leading role (Pavis & Shantz, 1998). 
Due to the distinctive character of Hindi cinema, popular Hindi films would have at 
least two protagonists, that is a male protagonist called as hero, and the female 
protagonist called the heroine. For the purpose of this study, the female protagonist 
has been defined as the female character who plays an important role on the 
development of the plot or has bearing on the narrative structure of the film.  
 Due the prolific nature of the Hindi film industry and the sheer diversity in 
terms of stories and plot, every year hundreds of films are produced in Bollywood 
with varied themes. In order to choose the most appropriate films for the study, the 
following criteria were applied  
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a) Commercial success: the amount of money a film makes has long been a 
method to gauge its popularity and indicates the acceptance of the film by the 
audience.  
b) The strength of the female protagonist: Hindi cinema has traditionally been 
male centric (Chatterji, 1998; Ganti, 2004; Gulzar, Nihalani, & Chatterjee, 
2003; Patel, 1998). It is the male characters or the heroes that are the centre of 
all action from a narrative and dramatic point of view. The heroes decide, take 
action and act. It is around the heroes that the story is weaved. Therefore, it 
was imperative to choose films that had female protagonists with meaningful 
roles. Films with female characters that had a strong role to play in the plot of 
the films, or films, where the female character’s role in the narrative structure 
of the film was strong, were required for this study. 
Considering the above-mentioned criteria, purposive sampling was employed 
to select films. 
The time period covered in this study is 50 years. The entire time span has 
been divided into five decades, the first being 1950--1960, followed by 1960--1970, 
1970--1980, 1980--1990 and 1990--2000.  From each decade, two representative 
films were chosen. These are: 
1950--1960 
1) Mr. & Mrs. 55 (1955)  
2) Mother India (1957) 
1960--1970 
3) Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (1962) 
4) Guide (1965) 
1970--1980 
5) Abhimaan (1972) 
6) Julie (1975) 
1980--1990 
7) Prem Rog (1982) 
8) Zakhmi Aurat (1988) 
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1990--2000 
9) Damini (1993) 
10)  Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999) 
From each of the selected film, the female protagonist was analysed employing the 
feminist film theory. The following protagonists were studied: Anita from Mr. & Mrs. 
55 (1955), Radha from Mother India (1957), Chhoti Bahu from Sahib Biwi Aur 
Ghulam (1962), Rosie from Guide (1965), Uma from Abhimaan (1972), Julie from 
Julie (1975), Manorama from Prem Rog (1982), Kiran from Zakhmi Aurat (1988), 
Damini from Damini (1993) and Nandini from Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999). 
 Feminist film theory is a diverse and multifaceted discipline. According to 
Branigan and Buckland (2014), three distinctive methodologies can be traced in 
feminist film theory. These are: representation, production and spectatorship. The 
method of representation asks how the women have been represented on screen. And 
what is the relationship between the gender depictions on screen and in real life. 
Production as a methodology asks questions about a feminist-counter cinema. How 
will feminist-counter cinema fit in the mainstream Hollywood and what are feminist 
films and feminist directors? Moreover, the methodology of production also concerns 
itself with the aiding and the documenting of women’s filmmaking. The exclusive 
film festivals in US and UK during the 1970s, where work by women directors were 
shown is an example of this kind of method.  Study of the psyche and study of the 
body constitute the spectatorship mode of analysis. Spectatorship as a methodology 
asks questions about the masculine and the feminine images on screen and about the 
manner in which women’s images are received. The identification of the images of 
women on screen can be used to raise consciousness amongst women about the 
manner in which patriarchy is expressed and maintained on the screen. 
 This study primarily uses the representation mode of analysis for studying the 
popular Hindi films. This type of analysis is sociological in nature and relies on the 
works of American scholars Rosen (1973), Haskel (1974) and others.  More or less, 
the entire gamut of work that dealt with the representation as a methodology is 
western in nature. The women characters were studied with reference to western 
culture and values. Moreover, the analysts themselves were American or European 
and interpreted the films according to their own understanding. For the purpose of 
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this study, since popular Hindi films are being studied, a distinctive Indian framework 
is necessary. Chatterji’s (1998) interpretation of the feminist film theory with 
reference to Indian culture and history will be a reference point for this work. 
Chatterji (1998) distinguished between feminism as a methodology and feminism as a 
perspective. While the two are independent of each other, there are conceptual 
differences between the two.  According to Chatterji (1998), feminism “offers more 
of a perspective than a methodology. It is more like a pair of spectacles through 
which one can look at films”. Women’s portrayal can be studied through ‘presences’ 
and ‘absences’. Presences include explicit ways in which women are portrayed in 
film in extreme polarities such as good/bad, black/white, mother/whore etc. Presences 
also include the kind of images bestowed on women such as the ‘sati savitri’ or the 
‘glamourized’ western woman. ‘Absences’ imply the manner in which woman 
characters do not appear at all in films. One of the methods of feminist film theory is 
to draw attention towards things that often go unnoticed in the films. A feminist 
analysis of films is strongly connected to the portrayal of female characters in terms 
of stereotypes. Stereotypes in cinema has long been a concern for film critics. As 
early as in 1934, Panofsky (1975) raised the question of stereotypes in cinema. In 
Film and Stereotype: A Challenge for Cinema and Theory, Schweinitz (2001) writes 
that stereotypes in the form of fixed schemata can be observed in the worlds of 
narrative and they have been automatized and conventionalized. The author further 
asserts that stereotypes have become so ubiquitous that “the idea of creating films 
untouched by such factors seems truly anachronistic”. Therefore, this study will also 
focus on the stereotyping of women.  In order to expose and understand the sexual 
objectification of selected women protagonists in this study, spectatorship mode of 
analysis will be used. Specifically, Mulvey’s (1989) concept of male gaze will be 
utilized to unmask the sexual objectification of women characters.  
1.7 Theoretical Framework: Feminist Film Theory 
As early as 1934, Panofsky questioned the primitive stereotyping that existed 
in early Hollywood films. While the questioning included both men and women, 
Panofsky mentions the ‘straight girl’ and the ‘vamp’ images of women that existed on 
the screen. Panofsky’s essay Style Medium and Motion Pictures was called the “most 
important statement on film aesthetics” (Talbot, 1975).  A simple explanation was 
offered to explain the stereotyping: the audience’s aesthetics were not well developed 
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during the early days of cinema and their understanding of film as a medium of 
communication too was limited. Hence, the images on screen had to be simple, so 
that the audience could readily understand the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ characters.   
Feminist film theory has been traditionally divided into two school of 
thoughts: the sociological approach, introduced by American scholars Rosen (1973) 
and Haskel (1974), who attempted to study the representation of women on screen; 
and the theoretical approach by film theoreticians from England who employed an 
array of disciplines to formulate feminist film theory. These disciplines include 
critical theory, psychoanalysis, semiotics, and Marxism. Laura Mulvey who deployed 
psychoanalysis to understand spectatorship is a good example of the British 
theoretical approach.   
The 1970s can be called as the definitive decade for feminist film criticism. 
Molly Haskel’s From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies 
(1974), Marjorie Rosen’s Popcorn Veenus (1973) and Joan Mellen’s Women and 
their Sexuality in The New Films (1973) were all published in this decade. In 1975, 
the arrival of Laura Mulvey’s influential essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 
was witnessed, which took the world of feminist film criticism by storm. These works 
broke new ground and opened up previously ignored aspects of film criticism 
(Kaplan, 1974). The formulation of a feminist film theory in this decade strongly 
influenced film-studies itself. Its effect could be discerned in filmmaking also, with 
many avant-garde filmmakers linking theory to practice (Chaudhuri, 2006). 
During the ensuing decades, feminist film theory continued to evolve. 
Silverman (1980), Creed (1987) and de Lauretis (1984) were important contributors 
to the growing repository of knowledge. Silverman in her book The Acoustic Mirror 
(1988) takes the feminist film critique to a new dimension and introduces the concept 
of the role of voice. Silverman argues “that classic cinema is obsessed with the 
sounds produced by the female voice. Women’s voices are invariably tied to bodily 
spectacle, presented as ‘thick with body’ – for example, crying, panting, or 
screaming” (Silverman, 1988 cited in Chaudhuri 2006).  Silverman’s basic argument 
was that the feminist film criticism was too obsessed with the image track and the 
soundtrack too needs to be analyzed, and that sexual differences can be created by 
using the soundtrack. Creed’s (1993) book The Monstrous Feminine uses 
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psychoanalysis to understand the construction of the woman-monster in the horror 
film genre. Creed cites from epics and myths across various cultures and religions, 
such as the Medusa with the deadly gaze from Greek mythology, the mythical sirens 
who lure sailors to their destruction and the Hindu goddess Kali, these mythical 
feminine figures form the basis for the construction of the female monsters in popular 
horror films. The Technology of Gender by de Lauretis (1987) is considered as a 
landmark essay in the field. This essay applies radical thinking to the concept of 
sexual difference as understood and explained in feminism. The author criticizes the 
male bias of scholars such as Michael Foucault and asserts that psychoanalysis was 
unable to explain the relationship between women as historically specific individuals 
and women as defined in cultural representations.  
Haskel (1974) was one of the first scholars to analyze the image of women on 
screen in detail. A time period of 50 years was covered in the book, which defined 
three kinds of women characters in Hollywood films. First is the extraordinary 
woman played by actresses such as Katharine Hepburn and Bette Davis, these women 
are strong and powerful figures. Second type of woman to appear on screen are the 
ordinary woman who were common, passive and often a victim of circumstances, 
they were the precursors of the soap operas. And the third category was the ordinary 
women who became extraordinary, these were the victims who endure trials and rise 
to become powerful figures. Haskel like her Indian counterparts in the later decades, 
identified the most important themes of films that portrayed a woman character; 
sacrifice. A woman must sacrifice herself for her children, she must sacrifice her 
lover for marriage, her career for love and love for career. Sacrifice was the defining 
aspect of women on screen.  Haskel (1974) summarized her work as 
Here we are today, with an unparalleled freedom of expression, 
and a record number of women performing, achieving, choosing to 
fulfill themselves, and we are insulted with the worst--the most 
abused, neglected, and dehumanized--screen heroines in film 
history. (p. 30) 
The study further categorized heroines as “whores, quasi-whores, jilted mistresses, 
emotional cripples, drunks, Daffy ingénues, Lolitas, kooks, sex-starved spinsters, 
psychotics. Icebergs, zombies, castrators”. The works by Haskel, Mellen and Rosen 
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assume a relation between film and society that is cemented by the idea of ‘ideology’. 
This school of thought has accused films of producing a false consciousness, in these 
films there is a discrepancy between the women on screen and women in reality. 
“Films do not show 'real' women but only the stereotypical images of an ideologically 
laden 'femininity’” (Smelik, 1998). Female audience do not have role models on 
screens but can only take refuge in the fantasy offered by the stereotypes.   
 Other works in later decades such as Annette Kuhn’s Women’s Pictures 
(1982), E. Ann Kaplan’s Women and Films-Both Sides of the Camera (1983) further 
established feminist film criticism as an academic discipline. Kuhn (1994) questions 
the stereotypical images of women that are offered on the screen, according to the 
study, construction of a female ideal that is beautiful, shapely, young, glamourous and 
fashionable may be considered as oppressive, because it holds an incorrect image for 
women to look up to. In other words, women may look up to an artificial image 
created by the male filmmakers that would be impossible to follow and emulate. 
While the feminist film theory was by scholars, journals such as the American 
‘Camera Obscura’ and the British ‘Screen’ became an active and diverse repository of 
literature and knowledge on feminist-film interface.  
Rosen (1973) writes about the discrepancy between the images of women on 
the screen and the reality of their lives off screen. According to Rosen while women 
were shown succeeding through wit in a series of comedies and gutsy dramas where 
they played diverse roles from detectives to spies and from editors to secretaries; in 
reality this was a “distortion of the truth of women’s social role. In the name of 
escapism, films were guilty of extravagant misrepresentations, exuding a sense of 
well-being to the nation in general and women in particular. In fact, precisely the 
opposite was true” (Rosen, 1973 cited in Kaplan 1974). 
Laura Mulvey’s 1975 essay, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, 
originally published in the influential film journal Screen, introduced psychoanalysis 
into film criticism and launched a new and diverse method of investigating films. 
Psychoanalysis was not always a favourite of feminist film critics. During the 1960s, 
feminists considered psychoanalysis as their enemy. However, many scholars argued 
that a misreading and misinterpretation of Freud is the reason behind the disinterest in 
psychoanalysis. In Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Julit Mitchell re-read Freud 
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through the works of French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and reintroduced 
psychoanalysis in the feminist mainstream (Chaudhuri, 2006). Mulvey employs 
psychoanalysis as a ‘political weapon’ in film criticism with dexterity and explains 
how the subconscious of a patriarchal mind-set fashions our film watching 
experience. Mulvey also makes the assertion that men and women are differently 
positioned by the camera.  According to Mulvey, Hollywood films use females to 
provide a pleasurable visual experience for men. While the women are the subject of 
the narrative gaze, men are the sources of gaze. She coined the term ‘male gaze’ to 
explain the male’s point of view towards the female in cinema. This point of view is 
sexually coloured and reduces women as objects that are to be viewed for 
Scopophilia. Scopophilia is a Freudian term that refers to the pleasures that one gets 
in watching others. Male gaze itself is of three types: (a) that of the person behind the 
camera or the camera’s point of view, (b) that of the characters within the film, that is 
the point of view of the male characters in the film and (c) that of the spectator – the 
audience or the spectator is also a participant in the gaze, and along with the 
characters dissect the women on the screen with his gaze. The oft-quoted “men act 
and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at” 
(Berger, 1972) from John Berger’s essay on the European nude paintings applies 
aptly to the concept of male gaze. The western art and aesthetics had already 
canonized a visual mechanism, where male looks and the female is looked at or the 
female is presented in a manner, which is pleasurable to look at. Cinema being a 
product of male-dominated industry appropriated this visual mechanism and 
transplanted it on the screen. What resulted was a passive female and an active male. 
It is around the active and powerful male that the drama and action happens and the 
male look comes into action. Mulvey’s work on spectatorship and psychoanalysis has 
been referred as the “founding document of feminist film theory” (Modleski, 1989). 
 Claire Johnston rejected the sociological approach and became one of the first 
scholars to use the semiotic sign system to study the women on screen. The female on 
cinema, as explained by Johnston (Johnston, 1973; cited in Thornham, 1999), is a 
structure or a code. The presence of womanly characters is explained as the absence 
of male ones. In other words, women are a ‘not-man’ not a ‘woman-as-woman’. 
Moreover, Johnston further opines that the realistic nature of modern cinema makes 
the imaginary women characters more real. Women on screen thus are imaginations 
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of man. They are expressed in terms of a male understanding of the feminine, and due 
to the powerful and realistic mode of communication that cinema is, these women on 
screen are interpreted as real by the audience, both men and women. In a male-
dominated industry that is pervaded with sexist ideology, a woman is represented as 
what she represents for a man. In simpler words, the woman on screen is actually a 
man’s woman not a woman’s woman. Johnston’s suggestion is not to separate the 
film as a political tool and film as entertainment. Ideas from the entertainment film 
should drive the political film.  
 1.8 Limitations of the study  
The study does not include parallel cinema, where woman have been provided 
with better and realistic roles. Since Hindi film industry produces hundreds of films 
each year with multiple ‘blockbusters’, the selection of films was a problematic area. 
In a single decade, diverse roles have been provided to women, so it was difficult to 
select appropriate films. Some films were critically acclaimed but were box office 
flops; hence, they were not included in the study. Though the researcher has used the 
qualitative framework provided by the feminist film theory, the study can be deemed 
subjective and open to interpretation. 
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A leader in world cinema, Bollywood or the Hindi film industry entertains 
millions. Followers and admirers of Hindi cinema reside both within and outside 
India, cutting across boundaries and cultures. However, it was not always the same. In 
its initial days, Hindi cinema had a limited audience. Now, Bollywood is only 
compared to Hollywood, and to no other film industry of the world. To reach to this 
juncture, it took many years and the contribution of a slew of highly talented people. 
This chapter attempts to capture that riveting journey of Hindi cinema. 
2.1 Early Origin: 1890--1930 
It was on 28 December 1895 that cinema came into existence in Paris when 
Lumière brothers showed their programme. Across Europe, this created a sensation. 
In India, screenings were organised in Bombay in June 1896 at Watson’s Hotel. The 
Times of India, then owned by British, carried an advertisement of the screening, 
which asked people to be an eyewitness of ‘the marvel of the century, the wonder of 
the world’. It was referring to the first screening of moving images in India, the 
showings of cinematographe, living photographic pictures in lifestyle reproductions. 
Later, considering the public excitement that the shows in Watson’s generated, on 14 
July 1896, screenings started at Novelty Theatre, which continued for weeks. The 
Theatre sought to attract women also and for that special arrangements were made. 
For instance, some zenna shows were started which were open to women only. 
The screenings impressed Harischandra Sakharam Bhatvadekar so much that 
he purchased a motion-picture camera, which was imported from London. He also 
bought a projector and set up an open-air cinema centre where he used to show his 
own films, which included films based on wrestling and trainings of circus monkeys 
and the return of famous personalities like Mancherjee Bhownaggree and Raghunath 
Paranjpye, as well as foreign films. Bhatvadekar filmed real incidents and by doing so 
also pioneered documentary cinema making in the country. However, he did not 
continue filming for long and separated himself from film making in 1907. 
While Bhatvadekar was trying his hands in film making, in the city of 
Calcutta, another effort in film making was being made by Hiralal Sen along with his 
brother Motilal Sen. Hiralal initially filmed people who came to take bath in Hoogly 
and the fighting of cocks. Later, he also made Alibaba and the Forty Thieves. His 
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films included a variety of subjects – most popular amongst them however remains 
the film made on the partition of Bengal. At the age of fifty-four, he died in 1917. 
Another exhibitor, who can also be considered the greatest amongst Indian 
exhibitors, was Abdulally Esoofally. He introduced music in the programs he showed 
and hired local bands for music making. Esoofally later also built Majestic Theatre 
where the first Indian talkie film, Alam Ara (1931), was screened. 
After all these sincere efforts, in 1912, the film Shree Pundalik was made on a 
story by Nanbhai Govind Chitre and Ramchandra Gopal Torney. This was the first 
Indian film based on a story. The story was of a Maharashtrian saint, on which a play 
was already performed. The film was made by recording the play in the Bombay 
garden and was released at the Coronation Cinematograph in Bombay. Attracting a 
huge number of viewers, the film proved to be an enormous success. 
While all this was happening, Dadasaheb Phalke, now known as the father of 
Indian cinema, appeared into the Indian film scene. Inspired by the film The Life of 
Christ, Phalke made a film called Raja Harishchandra (1913), taking the story from 
Mahabharata. Though the film was completed in 1912, it was shown in 1913 at the 
Olympia Theatre. Importantly, this film contributed significantly in triggering off 
feature film making in India. After this film, Phalke moved to a different city, Nasik, 
and set up his studio there. There, he produced Lanka Dahan (1917). Similar to his 
first film, Phalke also took the story of this film from a splendid piece of literature, 
Ramayana. The film proved to be a huge success for Phalke and in initial ten days 
grossed “Rs 32,000, a huge sum in those days” (Bose, 2006). Phalke continued 
producing new films and almost all of them succeeded in attracting crowds. 
Unfortunately, Phalke faced a sort of disapproval from English-speaking elites who 
favoured Western films. Phalke always remained ignorant about this, though, since 
his films continuously fetched huge crowds. During the silent era, Phalke gave a 
number of hits, which include Raja Harishchandra in 1913, Mohini Bhasmasur in 
1913, Lanka Dahan in 1917 and so on. 
Interestingly, during the time when Phalke was making films, people had 
derogatory opinions about theatre and held it in low esteem. As a result, Phalke could 
not succeed in getting females to cast in his films. He went to sex workers and asked 
them about their interest of acting in films. They rejected Phalke’s proposal, too. 
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Eventually, a disappointed Phalke met a slender man in a restaurant. Phalke persuaded 
this man to play female roles in his films. Later, Phalke casted the man as both Sita 
and Ram in one of his films (Bose, 2006). 
During the 1920s, Indian film makers were experimenting with a range of 
genres of films. The explorations with mythological, socially relevant and detective 
and suspense themes was in vogue (Gulzar et al., 2003). This was also the time when 
studio system entered the Indian film scene. These studios had artists, writers, 
directors, exhibitors, technicians, etc. on their payrolls. The emergence of studios 
paved the way for a hassle-free film-making, which in turn assisted these studios grow 
in size and importance and become significant players in Indian cinema, although not 
for very long. Some important studios were Imperial Films Company, Prabhat Film 
Company, New Theatres and Bombay Talkies. These studios were based in different 
cities of India, and significantly shaped the post-independence cinema since they 
provided training to directors and actors who later contributed immensely to Indian 
cinema (Ganti, 2004). 
Films made during the silent era immensely contributed to Indian cinema. On 
the one hand, some films of the silent era concentrated on social realities; on the other 
hand, some films endeavoured to convey patriotic messages while the Indian 
independence struggle was gaining strength. The period explored a range of themes 
and demonstrated that realism and idealism can co-exist and even flourish together in 
cinema. During the silent era of Indian cinema, 1,313 movies were produced, of 
which most of them are lost now and the prints of only 15 films are available and 
even they are in bad conditions (Thoraval, 2000). 
2.2 Pre-independence status 
Just when silent films were flourishing in India, the country witnessed a 
radical shift in cinema. Sound appeared in the scene and this paved the way for 
talkies. In 1931, Indians experienced the first Indian talkie, named Alam Ara (Beauty 
of the World). The film turned out to be a huge success. Though talkie came to India 
four years later than its actual arrival in the United States, it considerably negated the 
dominance of American cinema from Indian Cinema Halls. The success of talkies 
allured filmmakers into making more talkies. The outcome was that in the year that 
talkies came to India, 28 films got released (Gulzar et al., 2003). In the next years, the 
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number of talkies kept increasing. This popularity of talkies amongst viewers proved 
disastrous for silent films. And the number of silent films released decreased year 
after year. Eventually, in 1934, the last silent film was produced. 
Impressed by sound, Indian film makers began converting silent films into 
talkies with introducing music and dialogues in them. In 1935, Devdas, which was 
released as a silent film in 1928, was turned into a talkie and got released. Directed by 
one of the finest directors of Indian cinema, Pramathesh Chandra Barua, the film 
immediately grabbed the attention of people. The film set new records in terms of 
popularity and the remake of the film has been done a number of times since then, in 
several Indian regional languages. 
With the advent of talkies, Hindi language started becoming more popular in 
Indian films. This popularity of Hindi films, however, also had the factor of the 
availability of a better infrastructure in Mumbai. But this popularity of Hindi films 
could never entirely eradicate or even seriously pose a threat to the production of 
films in other Indian regional languages, such as Bengali, Marathi, Tamil, Punjabi and 
others. Films in other languages continued coming up and thrived alongside Hindi 
films. The first Indian film to get international acclaim and receive an international 
award was not a Hindi film. Sant Tukaram (1936), a Marathi film made by 
Vishnupant Govind Damle and Sheikh Fattelal, won an award at the prestigious 
Venice Film Festival (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2004; Bose, 2006). 
Soon after the arrival of sound, it was time to introduce colour in cinema. For 
the first time, Madan Theatres attempted to present films in colour with the film 
Bilwamangal (1932) (Gulzar et al., 2003). The attempt did not turn out to be 
successful. Next, Shantaram tried adopting colour through the film Sairandhri (1933) 
produced by Prabhat Films. He went to Germany to release this film in colour. 
However, the effort turned out to be a futile one because the final release of the film 
did not have proper colours due to a technical lapse. The consequence was that the 
film could not elicit much interest amongst the audience. Eventually, Kisan Kanya 
became the first Indian colour film production in 1937. 
However, Shantaram must not be judged with the failure of a film in which he 
experimented with colour. He was a remarkable film maker. He brought innovations 
to Indian cinema – the credit of using a trolley shot in India goes to Shantaram (Bose, 
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2006). Besides, Shantaram, along with the likes of Damle and Fattelal, made Prabhat 
Films a renowned Indian studio. Successful and evocative films like Udaykal (1930), 
Dharmatma (1935), Amar Jyoti (1936), Duniya Na Mane (1937), Gopal Krishna 
(1938) and Aadmi (1939) were made by Shantaram. While Duniya Na Mane and 
Aadmi concentrated on the orthodoxy of the Indian society, Udaykal and Dharmatma 
tried evoking patriotism. No wonder, this insistence of Shantaram in Udaykal and 
Dharmatma on patriotism infuriated the British. As a consequence, the censors 
ordered several cuts in these two films (Bose, 2006). 
Apart from colour, in the 1930s, Indian films also saw the adoption of 
playback singing. For the first time, in 1935, the technique of playback singing was 
introduced in a Bengali film Bhagya Chakra (1935) directed by Nitin Bose. With the 
emergence of playback singing, songs were recorded in advance. Additionally, the 
technique assisted the actors focus on acting and not worry about singing. Before the 
arrival of playback singing, the ability to sing was, to a greater extent, a prerequisite 
to become an actor. This development in cinema brought a new team of people, 
devoted entirely to singing. Slowly, playback singing developed into an accepted 
practice in Indian cinema, giving birth to playback singers who rendered their voice 
persistently and gained eminence only because of their voice. 
From the very beginning, films concentrated inordinately on mythological 
theme. Mythology had a wider appeal amongst average Indians and filmmakers used 
this genre to bring people closer to cinema. However, since the early 1930s, this trend 
began changing. New themes started appearing and the experiment with different 
genres of cinema became popular. The number of historical and biographical films 
increased. However, these films were not truly historical and biographical in nature. 
These films revolved around a historically important personality, but the depiction of 
the subjects was almost always fictionalised, mostly to make these films popular 
amongst masses. An extremely successful film based on this theme was Pukar made 
in 1939 by Sohrab Modi. Other popular films on the themes produced during this 
period were Shantaram’s Udaykal (1930) and Dharmatma (1935) and Modi’s 
Sikandar (1941) and Prithvi Vallabh (1943). Sohrab Modi exuded a special proclivity 
towards historical drama. He later also made Jhansi ki Rani and Mirza Ghalib in 1953 
and 1954, respectively. 
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During the 1930s, P. C. Barua converted the stories written by Saratchandra 
Chattopadhyay into films. The first adoption of a novel in a film was Devdas which 
was made in 1935. A year later, Barua made Manzil. Both these films received 
accolades from the audience. Apart from Barua, Modi also tried adopting William 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet in his film Khoon ka Khoon in 1935. Prithvi Vallabh, a 1943 
film of Modi, was also an adaptation of the novel with the same name by K. M. 
Munshi. 
In the middle of the 1930s, Mehboob Khan, considered one of the best 
directors in the history of Indian cinema, made his directorial debut with the film Al 
Hilal (1935; Judgement of Allah) (Ahmed, 2008). After his first film that came in 
1935, one film of Khan appeared almost every year till 1962 when he directed his last 
film Son of India (1962). With the film Ek Hi Raasta (The Only Way) in 1939, Khan 
conceived the picture of World War II (Gulzar et al., 2003). In 1942, Khan directed 
Aurat (Woman) which was remade by him in 1957 with the name Mother India. 
 Unlike the docile and submissive portrayal of women, Mary Evans Wadia, 
with the screen name Fearless Nadia, personified physically strong woman taking on 
men fearlessly on the screen. Her films Hunterwali (1935), Miss Frontier Mail (1936) 
and others set the momentary trend of woman performing stunts on the screen and 
also launched the genre of stunt films (Chatterji, 1998). This was contrary to the 
image of the Anglo-Indian Ruby Meyers, popular with her stage name Sulochana, as 
the “first sex symbol of the Indian screen” (Bose, 2006). 
After acting in Achhut Kanya (1936), which is considered one of the most 
celebrated social dramas produced in the pre-independence era, Ashok Kumar 
achieved recognition in Indian cinema (Joshi, 2015). Interestingly, the pair of Kumar 
and Devika Rani in the film overwhelmed people. After Achhut Kanya, Kumar and 
Rani went on to work in several other successful movies, such as Janmabhoomi 
(1936), Izzat (1937), Savitri (1937), Nirmala (1938), Vachan (1938) and Anjaan 
(1941). With her impressive performances, Rani “overshadowed” Ashok Kumar in 
these films and emerged as a bigger star than him (Joshi, 2015). Additionally, the 
pairing of Kumar and Rani set the precedent of an “established on-screen couple” in 
Indian cinema. Both Ashok Kumar and Devika Rani succeeded in making a mark in 
Indian cinema. While Rani was designated the “First Lady of Indian Cinema,” Kumar 
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was labelled the “ever green hero” of Indian cinema (Rishi, 2012). Importantly, Rani 
was the first woman coming from an erudite family to work in Bollywood which 
broke the stereotype that only females having courtesan background act in films. 
The starting of 1940s for the Indian film industry was not a regular one. The 
combination of second world war and the amplification of the freedom struggle 
severely affected Indian filmmaking (Gulzar et al., 2003; Ganti, 2004). The British 
tightening the censorship rules further worsened things for Indian filmmakers (Ganti, 
2004). References of political leaders active in the freedom struggle were censored, 
which prevented filmmakers from contributing in the freedom struggle, and actually 
made way for films excessively filled with dance and music.  However, these factors 
did take a toll on the number of films Indian filmmakers were producing each year. In 
1945, only 73 films could be produced, as compared to the figure of 154 in 1935 
(Gulzar et al., 2003). 
The period after World War II was the period in which the intrusion of war 
profiteers and money launders happened first in Indian cinema. This abundance of 
money invested in cinema precipitated the dismantling of studio system and made 
way for independent filmmakers. Some actors and directors who later achieved 
greater popularity and served Indian cinema for a long time to come debuted in this 
period. Dilip Kumar, the Tragedy King, debuted with the film Jwar Bhata in 1944. 
With Hamrahi (1945), Bimal Roy made his directorial debut. Dev Anand started his 
career as an actor with Hum Ek Hain in 1946, a year before India emerged as an 
independent nation. Incidentally, Hum Ek Hain (1946) was also the film with which 
Guru Dutt embarked upon a tremendous acting career. 
The seeds of parallel cinema were also sown before independence. The duo of 
Chetan Anand, the director of the film, and Khwaja Ahmad Abbas, the writer of the 
film who would later pen down a string of neo-realistic scripts, made an extraordinary 
attempt with Neecha Nagar (Lowly City) in 1946. In the very first film as a director, 
Anand demonstrated the courage to take up a socially relevant issue. The experiment 
with social realism won him the esteemed Grand Prix du Festival International du 
Film (highest prize) award at the 1946 Cannes Film Festival. Moreover, the 
remarkable musician Pandit (Master) Ravi Shankar debuted with Neecha Nagar 
(1946) as the music director. 
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2.3 Post-independence evolutions 
With India getting independence, Bombay emerged as the hub of cinema 
making in India. Talented people from different corners of India began making 
Bombay their home. In the migration precipitated by the great partition, the likes of 
Om Prakash, B.R. Chopra, Wali Mohammad Wali and Kamini Kaushal moved to 
Bombay (Bose, 2006). To the advantage of Hindi cinema, this inundated the Hindi 
Film Industry with fresh, sophisticated talents. The outcome was the commencement 
of a whole new period in Hindi cinema, in which Hindi cinema expanded itself to 
become an all-India phenomenon, and which would later be acknowledged as the 
“golden age” of Hindi cinema, the decades of 1950s and 1960s. 
Surprisingly, soon after India becoming an independent country, when films 
were produced, they were subjected to a heavy-handed censorship. Revolving around 
the partition of Bengal, Hemen Gupta’s Bhuli Nai made in 1948 was not permitted for 
release (Bose, 2006). The logic given was that the film contained too much violence 
and consequently was not fit for common viewing. Another endeavour of Gupta at 
showing the events happening during the British rule was precluded when in 1949 
Forty Two was banned, which was based on a real incident of violence during the 
Quit India Movement in Midnapore of West Bengal, because the censors adjudged it 
not suitable for public viewing (Bose, 2006). The censors also objected to kissing. 
This compelled the directors to display intimate scenes by mere suggestions and 
through erotic songs (Bose, 2006). 
The freedom struggle could have become a worthy subject for filmmakers 
immediately after independence and a bloody partition, the memory of which was 
fresh in the minds of people. However, an honest attempt to portray the trauma and 
violence of partition on the screen took several years. In 1974, Nemia Ghosh made 
Garm Hava that endeavoured to capture the savageries of partition. 
Post-independence, the studio system was soon gone. This was replaced by 
“star system” in Hindi cinema. Part of the reason of the emergence of star system was 
also the accumulation of talents in Bombay. To a greater extent, however, the star 
system was beneficial for Hindi cinema. Talents like Dilip Kumar, Guru Dutt, Raj 
Kapoor, Mehboob Khan and so on produced some of the best films ever made in the 
history of Hindi cinema. Dilip Kumar worked in films like Devdas (1955) and 
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Mughal-e-Azam (1960). Guru Dutt both directed and acted in Pyaasa (1957) and 
Kaagaz Ke Phool (1959). Later, Pyaasa was included in the 100 best films of all time, 
a list prepared by Time magazine (Corliss, 2005). And the greatest ever showman of 
Indian cinema, Raj Kapoor, made films like Awaara (1951) and Boot Polish (1954). 
Such imposing and noteworthy was Kapoor’s performance in Awaara that it was 
recognised as one of the top ten greatest performances of all time by Time magazine 
(Corliss, 2005). 
A career that spanned across more than four decades, Raj Kapoor contributed 
immensely to Bollywood. He was a complete package – the first and the last 
showman of Bollywood (Bose, 2006). Kapoor’s films did not complicate things. He 
believed more in presentation, and concentrated heavily on music. His films 
composed of songs that left everlasting imprint – they are still heard and cherished. 
Some of the best musicians and singers in the industry worked on the songs of his 
films. These included the music composer duo of Shankar and Jaikishan, iconic 
Bollywood singers Lata Mangeshkar and Mukesh and the lyricist Shailendra. 
Raj Kapoor’s pairing with Nargis was a hit one and, together, they worked in 
as much as 16 films, of which most of them succeeded in leaving a reasonably decent 
impression on viewers. In all these films, as an actor, the contribution of Nargis was 
as much as Kapoor. She was around before Kapoor made his debut, and was a “star 
actress” before she commenced working with Kapoor. Interestingly, Nargis was paid 
twice more than Raj Kapoor (Bose, 2006). 
 With Baazi, the outstanding Guru Dutt debuted in 1951 as a director. He was 
amongst one of the many actors and directors who spent their early days in 
Bollywood at Prabhat Film Company and later earned a name for themselves. In the 
beginning, Dutt directed films considering the business point of view. This ensured 
financial security for him. Eventually, in 1957, Pyaasa was made, revolving around 
the love story of a novice poet and a sex worker. The film earned both commercial 
success and critical acclaim. Two years later, Dutt directed another masterpiece –  
Kaagaz Ke Phool, based on his own life, in 1959. Ironically, the film that is now 
treated as an all-time-great Bollywood classic and described as the magnum opus of 
Dutt was a disaster at the time of its release. So unsuccessful was the film that it 
compelled Dutt leave film direction. 
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While this period in Hindi cinema was focussing on commercial cinema, 
social issues were also being taken into consideration. Furthermore, realistic and 
socialistic cinemas in India were also making waves. Fostering this type of film-
making was Bimal Roy. He made the spectacular Do Bigha Zameen in 1951 in which 
the noted actor Balraj Sahni made an everlasting impact. Do Bigha Zameen showed 
the struggle of a poor farmer with a cunning landlord and the unmindfulness of the 
system. Not only Do Bigha Zameen brought accolade to Roy, it also became a 
trendsetter in Hindi cinema. 
Moreover, women actors who worked during this golden period of Hindi 
cinema, and continued working even after the end of it, are considered legends and 
the greatest ever to have worked in Bollywood (Gulzar et al., 2003). Prominent were 
Nargis, Meena Kumari, Madhubala, Nirupa Roy and Helen. The acting range of these 
actresses normally varied from each other. A distinctive style oozed out from each of 
them. Particularly, the trio of Madhubala, Nargis and Meena Kumari performed in a 
wide range of roles. Nargis possessed a flair for acting. Meena Kumari was the 
tragedy queen (Gulzar et al., 2003). Madhubala, David Cort (1952) wrote, was the 
biggest star of that time in the world, having the “greatest following, in numbers and 
devotion”. Nirupa Roy was projected in roles that symbolised the traditional, 
suffering Indian women. On the contrary, however, Helen used her sex appeal and 
danced in a number of popular item numbers. These were also the heroines who made 
their charismatic presence felt in the films they worked. Besides, Nutan, Waheeda 
Rehman and Vyjayanthimala also acted in several successful films. 
 Interestingly, this was also an era in Hindi cinema that witnessed the playback 
singers achieving greater popularity. This popularity was giving them the status of 
stars in Hindi cinema. Amongst the male singers, most famous were Manna Dey, 
Kishore Kumar, Mukesh and Mohammed Rafi. In the women’s category, the two 
sisters, Lata Mangeshkar and Asha Bhosle, sang innumerable numbers and inspired 
aspiring singers. These women singers transgressed the boundaries of languages and 
sang in several Indian regional languages as well. 
 The fifties were an intriguing decade. During this time, Hindi films 
endeavoured to present its women in new roles, challenging the prevalent notions 
about them. In Hum Log (1951), a woman (played by Nutan as Paro) is shown as a 
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fighter, not losing confidence amidst despair. Kamal Amrohi presents in Daera 
(1953) the imposition of traditional marriage on women. The same theme is explored 
in the film Jogan (1950). Here, Surabhi (as Nargis) moves out of an undesirous 
marriage to live as a single woman, though in a socially accepted role of a sadhvi. 
 Close to the end of 1950s, Mehboob Khan made his magnum opus Mother 
India (1957). An epic drama, the movie is remembered for its robust portrayal of the 
woman in the role of a mother, played by Nargis, in Hindi cinema. Directed by K. 
Asif, Mughal-e-Azam came out in 1960, which was another Hindi epic drama, though 
a historical one. The film broke all the previous records at the box office. Besides 
becoming the highest-grossing Hindi movie, Mughal-e-Azam also received extolment 
from critics, and is counted amongst the greatest Bollywood classics. The film was 
converted in 2004 to colour to return at the box office and proved to be a commercial 
success. 
The 1960s turned out to be the last decade for the black-and-white films. 
Colour films replaced black-and-white cinema in the country. Also, a complete 
transition in the themes of the films was initiated. The abandonment of the social 
realist themes of the 1950s in which the concentration was on the plight of the 
disadvantaged commenced. Strangely, the focus shifted on the upper-class. For the 
first time in the history of Hindi cinema, sumptuousness was routinely depicted, 
through the insertion of stylish buildings, lavish cars, embellishments, alcohol and so 
on. Musical romantic or the entertainers seized the centre stage and serious social 
films were pushed towards the backseat. 
To a greater extent, the period of 1960s was dominated by Shammi Kapoor, 
Rajendra Kumar and Rajesh Khanna. The wild Shammi Kapoor was an established 
actor when Rajesh Khanna made his debut. With his very first film, Aakhiri Khat in 
1966, under the direction of Chetan Anand, Rajesh Khanna ascended to prominence 
and never looked back. Romantic musicals set in exotic locations, with a comedian 
having a playful love affair, was the formula for success in Hindi cinema in the 60s. 
The plots of a rich boy/poor girl and vice versa love stories were repeated. Love 
triangle (Hariyali Aur Rasta, 1962; Sangam, 1964; Patthar Ke Sanam, 1967; etc.) and 
lost-and-found stories (Waqt, 1965; Pyar Ka Sapna 1969; etc.) were also very much 
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in vogue. Overall, love affairs were at the heart of films in this decade, with Shammi 
Kapoor and Rajesh Khanna changing their female partners in it. 
The dominance of romantic musicals during the 1960s opened the gate for the 
explicit portrayals of the female body. Films like Kashmir Ki Kali (1964), Sangam 
(1964), Ek Phool Do Mali (1969) and others had explicit overtures made towards the 
female protagonist. Along with the upsurge in rape scenes, this era also witnessed the 
increasing popularity of skimpy-dressed coquettes dancing in clubs. All they indicated 
was the penetration of voyeurism in Hindi cinema. 
Away from the romantic entertainers, it was during this time that the first ever 
Indian war film was made. India fought a war with China and faced humiliation and 
drubbing in 1962. Two years after the war was over, in the glorification of soldiers, 
Chetan Anand directed Haqeeqat (1964), with a tinge of patriotism. The movie 
offered the country the everlasting patriotic song, “Kar Chale, Hum Fidaa, Jaan-O-
Tan Saathiyaon”, written by the iconic lyricist Kaifi Azmi and sung by the remarkable 
Mohammad Rafi. With Manoj Kumar-starrer Shaheed (1965), on the life of the 
martyr Bhagat Singh, patriotism-entwined cinema attained further consolidation. 
Later, Kumar worked in films that had nationalism oozing out from them, like Upkar 
(1967) and Purab Aur Paschim (1970). 
The 1960s witnessed the culmination of the excellent Bimal Roy. As his last 
directorial endeavour, Bandini (1963) fetched him both critical acclaim and box office 
success. Assisted by the career-best performance of Nutan, one of the exceptional 
actors of Hindi cinema, the film powerfully portrayed the point of view of a woman 
prisoner convicted for murder during the pre-independence India. The film also 
marked the debut of Gulzar as a lyricist. 
Amitabh Bachchan, who later emerged as the biggest star of Bollywood and 
was named the Super-Star of the Millennium (Bolton & Wright, 2016), also made his 
entry in cinema in the late 1960s, with Saat Hindustani (1969), directed by Khwaja 
Ahmad Abbas, in the role of a “nationalist” trying to liberate Goa from the 
Portuguese, with six more partners. 
2.4 The Good, Bad and the Ugly (1970--1999) 
The trends prevalent in sixties, romantic musicals and lost and found stories, 
intensified in the decade of 1970s. Manmohan Desai continued with his enthralment 
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of lost-found stories and Raj Kapoor persisted with love stories. With new 
entertainers, Rajesh Khanna kept rising in stardom. Soon, however, he had a 
contender in the industry. With his performances in Anand (1971), Namak Haram 
(1973) and Zanjeer (1973), Amitabh Bachchan received a great deal of attention. His 
“angry young man” characters taking on the “malevolent” system attained further 
boost with Deewar (1975) and Trishul (1978). A series of successful films like the 
cult film Sholay (1975), Amar Akbar Anthony (1977) and Muqaddar Ka Sikandar 
(1978) assisted him dethrone Rajesh Khanna and emerge as the biggest star of 
Bollywood. 
Films of seventies endeavoured to capture the angst amongst the youth of the 
country. In his directorial debut, Gulzar attempted giving a shot at this youth unrest 
with Mere Apne (1971), with a shade of humanism. He persisted with the same 
approach to make Koshish (1972), Parichay (1972), Khushboo (1975) and Aandhi 
(1975), achieving him both critical approval and commercial reward. Interestingly, 
written by Gulzar and sung by Mukesh, the song Haal Chaal Theek Thak Hai of the 
movie Mere Apne kicked off in Hindi cinema the trend of critiquing the government 
while highlighting the problems of the people through sardonic songs. Through bitter 
lyrics “Salam Kijiye, Aali Janab Aaye Hain” in Aandhi (1975), Gulzar once again 
derided the leaders. Further, “Pani Re Pani Tera Rang Kaisa … Bhookhe Ki Bhookh 
Aur Pyaas Jaisa” and “Mehangai Maar Gayi” of Shor and Roti Kapda aur Makan, 
respectively, attempted to put the spotlight on the problems of common individuals 
through songs (Somaaya, Kothari, and Madangarli, 2012). 
Like Gulzar, another director who mastered the art of depicting the 
disregarded human relations and making the trifling into heroic was Hrishikesh 
Mukherjee (Gulzar et al., 2003). He demonstrated this in films like Anand (1971), 
Guddi (1971), Abhimaan (1973) and so on with commendable finesse. However, 
amongst the immensely noticeable and successful movie of the decade was Pakeezah 
(1972). With brilliant dialogues and lavish sets, Kamal Amrohi, the director of the 
film, narrates the despairing tale of a courtesan, played by Meena Kumari. Ghulam 
Mohammed and Naushad composed the exquisite music for the movie that played an 
enormous part in the film achieving spectacular success and attaining cult status for 
itself. 
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 Importantly, during the 1970s and 1980s, away from making films for general 
entertainment and earning money, a new pool of directors also emerged to take the 
movement of art cinema or alternative cinema in India forward. Spearheading this 
movement were the likes of Shyam Benegal, Mrinal Sen, M. S. Sathyu, Basu 
Chaterjee, Avtar Kaul and Saeed Akhtar Mirza. With Ankur (1974), Benegal launched 
an attack on the Indian feudal system. This highly successful film launched the filmy 
career of Shabana Azmi. Benegal persisted with making realistic cinema and made 
Nishant (1975), Manthan (1976) and Bhumika (1977). These films won awards and 
rank amongst the best-ever Indian films (Gulzar et al., 2003). Garm Hawa (1974) of 
Sathyu was set in the immediate days of partition, describing the dilemma of a 
Muslim family, whether to stay in India or migrate to Pakistan. Inspired by social 
realities, Mirza produced gems like Arvind Desai Ki Ajeeb Daastan (1978) Albert 
Pinto Ko Gussa Kyoon Aata Hai (1980), Mohan Joshi Hazir Ho! (1984) and Salim 
Langde Pe Mat Ro (1989). 
 Particularly in 1980s, when mediocrity creeped in big time in Hindi cinema, 
parallel cinema and the middle-of-the-road cinema offered some hope. Perhaps, the 
eighties were the best period for the parallel cinema. While commercial cinema had 
become all about love, songs and sex, and consequently lost the plot, parallel cinema 
flourished and reflected saneness. Kalyug (1981), Mandi (1983) and Trikaal (1985) of 
Shyam Benegal received admiration. More splendid films included the following, 
although were not limited to these: Gulzar’s Namkeen (1982), Govind Nihlani’s Ardh 
Satya (1983), Girish Karnad’s Utsav (1984), Mukesh Bhatt’s Saaransh (1984), Basu 
Chaterjee’s Ek Ruka Hua Faisla (1986), Mira Nair’s Salam Bombay! (1988) and 
Tapan Sinha’s Ek Doctor Ki Maut (1990). Interestingly, parallel cinema brought 
opportunities for a number of hugely talented persons in Indian cinema, several of 
whom enjoyed a successful career in commercial cinema as well. Careers of Shabana 
Azmi, Naseeruddin Shah, Farooq Sheikh, Smita Patil and Om Puri are some 
prominent examples of this. 
 Leaving exceptions, throughout the eighties, commercial Hindi cinema was in 
the crisis of content. Same plots and stories were repeated. Senseless fighting and 
violence were injected in films apart from deliberately imposed songs and dance. 
Instead of focussing on stories, the attention was on spectacle and emotion. In 
addition, the domination of males ensured that there was little space for female actors. 
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Family dramas were popular and they reduced women characters to regressive roles. 
Overall, the principal intention behind making films revolved around pulling in more 
and more money. For this, films were tailored and presented as absolute entertainers. 
In the late eighties, the audience started expressing their disapproval for 
commercial Hindi cinema (Joshi, 2002). The bombardment of formula films starring 
actors like Amitabh Bachchan, Jackie Shroff, Anil Kapoor, Mithun Chakraborty and 
others stopped getting anticipated responses. Also, the career of Amitabh, who had 
established himself as the superstar of Hindi cinema, started witnessing a dip. In Amir 
Khan and Salman Khan, late eighties saw the emergence of new stars of Hindi 
cinema. With Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak (1988) and Raakh (1989), Amir was on the 
cusp of becoming a star. Similarly, with the highly successful teenage love story 
Maine Pyar Kiya (1989), Salman Khan also made his presence felt. 
 Hindi cinema did not consider it appropriate to sequester itself from offering 
unnecessary violence and fighting sequences in the nineties, too. Retributive justice 
was promoted during this decade. After going through victimisation, an aggrieved 
hero resorting to violence and taking revenge with astounding fighting skills was the 
new norm. Films like Tejaa (1990), Ghayal (1990), Narasimha (1991), Adharm 
(1992), Vishwatma (1992), Antim Nyay (1993), Gardish (1993), Karan Arjun (1995) 
and numerous others attempted to attract the audience by showing the heroes beating 
the villains. Majority of these films, however, failed in this effort, but several 
succeeded as well, such as Agneepath (1990), Mohra (1994) and Karan Arjun (1995). 
 Come the mid-nineties and Hindi cinema had discovered a new genre to 
concentrate upon. With the brilliant success of Sooraj Barjatya’s Hum Aapke Hain 
Koun..! (1994), which remained the highest grosser of the Hindi cinema history till 
2000, the middle class “family ensemble” blended with romance and songs surfaced 
as the theme that offered something to every sort of audience (Somaaya et al., 2012). 
The outcome was a series of films revolving around this theme, like Dilwale Dulhania 
Le Jayenge (1995), Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1997) and Hum Saath Saath Hain 
(1999). 
One big change in the nineties was the emergence of three actors as stars 
together. Amitabh Bachchan kept struggling throughout the decade. There was a 
vacuum left to be filled. Three Khans, Amir, Shahrukh and Salman, were in 
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competition for replacing Amitabh as the biggest star of Bollywood. They acted in a 
number of successful movies. These performances assisted them in becoming the star, 
but Amitabh seemed to be irreplaceable. This he proved in 2000s when he returned 
into the limelight once again. 
For the females, 1990s was the decade of a new generation of talented 
actresses ascending to great eminence. The likes of Madhuri Dixit, Juhi Chawala and 
Kajol carved out valued positions for themselves with their abilities in a cinema 
industry largely dominated by males. Madhuri Dixit was “on the top of the pyramid,” 
someone who could “pull in crowds” on her own (Somaaya et al., 2012). Chawala 
was a 1984 Miss India. She was in a close competition with Madhuri Dixit and 
appeared in successful films like Raju Ban Gaya Gentleman (1992), Yes Boss (1997), 
Ishq (1997) and several others. Kajol did hugely popular films like Karan Arjun, 
Aditya Chopra’s Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge and Kuch Kuch Hota Hai. 
Additionally, her portrayal of the serial killer in Gupt (1997) was commended by 
critics. 
By and large, Hindi movies of nineties were dominated by action films, family 
sagas and tacky comedies. Unfortunately, these films cut down their women 
characters to housewives, entertainers, and objects. In action films, specifically, rapes 
were often the plot drivers. Family sagas portrayed their heroines as intelligent and 
educated, albeit in stereotypical roles of devoted lovers and housewives and the sweet 
sister. Worst, comedies had women characters at the centre of joke-making. 
Especially, combinations of David Dhawan--Govinda and David Dhawan--Anil 
Kapoor outdid others with their picturisation of comedy and bawdiness in songs. 
Films carried stereotypical titles, like Pati Parmeshwar (1990), Gharwali Baharwali 
(1998) and Biwi No. 1 (1999). Far ahead everything, with vulgar lyrics and lewd 
gestures, songs like Choli Ke Peeche Kya Hai and Tu Cheez Badi Hai Mast Mast had 
vulgarity transuding and women presented as objects. 
Away from the preponderant mediocrity, vulgarity and stereotyping in the 
commercial cinema of Bollywood, the offbeat cinema produced Rudaali (1993), 
Naseem (1995), Fire (1996), Daayra (1997), Satya (1998), Earth (1998) and several 
others during this period. Amongst these films, Deepa Mehta’s Fire created a great 
deal of controversy because the film depicted a subject that was considered 
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“distasteful” in India. With Shabana Azmi and Nandita Das in the characters of 
lesbians, this was the first Bollywood film that dealt with a homosexual relationship. 
2.5 Bollywood in the new millennium 
In the new century, Hindi cinema broke new grounds. First, the industry made 
space for “outsiders”, who did not belong to the families of Bollywood stars. A 
welcome change, this enriched the content of Hindi films. Probably, therefore, 
Bollywood suddenly concentrated on issue-based cinema. Of course, there were love 
stories and action films, but the 2000s, according to Somaaya et al. (2012), “witnessed 
maximum number of political, issue-based films, dealing with contemporary issues of 
terror, communalism, corruption and AIDS.” In effecting this change, “outsider” 
writers and directors like Anurag Kashyap, Vishal Bhardwaj, Tigmanshu Dhulia, 
Dibakar Banerjee and Onir played significant roles. 
 The new century, however, started with the stunning sports-drama Lagaan 
(2001), directed by Ashutosh Gowariker and starring Amir Khan and Gracy Singh. A 
huge success, both commercially and critically, the film was set in the pre-
independence India, revolving around the story of some Indian villagers taking up the 
challenge of playing a cricket match with the British officers to evade taxes. The film 
obtained a nomination for the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. The 
same year, Anil Sharma directed, Gadar: Ek Prem Katha (2001) was also released. 
Starring Sunny Deol, Amrish Puri and Amisha Patel, the film narrates the love story 
between a Sikh man and Muslim woman in the turbulent times of Indian partition. To 
the astonishment of film critics, the film became one of the biggest blockbusters of 
Bollywood. 
 Old plots in Bollywood movies like family dramas, masala films, love stories 
and comedies continued to be adopted by directors. These movies achieved success as 
well. Despite having the same old plots, a large number of audiences gravitated 
towards family dramas and marriages like Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham (2001), 
Baghban (2003), Vivah (2006) and Prem Ratan Dhan Payo (2015). Leaving 
exceptions, on the name of comedy films, only vulgarity was promoted. The Masti 
and Kya Kool Hain Hum series boasted themselves as adult comedies. Other comedy 
films like No Entry (2005), Phir Hera Pheri (2006), Malamaal Weekly (2006), Bhool 
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Bhulaiyaa (2007), Houseful series and Golmaal series attempted pretty hard, easily 
perceptible to the audience, to create comic scenes on the screen. 
 On the contrary, light-hearted comedy dramas, like Munna Bhai M.B.B.S 
(2003) and Lage Raho Munna Bhai (2006), Khosla ka Ghosla (2006), Welcome to 
Sajjanpur (2008), 3 Idiots (2009), Tanu Weds Manu film series and Queen (2014), not 
only dominated the box office in terms of business, but also delivered iconic onscreen 
characters – Sanjay Dutt as Munna Bhai, Amir Khan as Rancho, and Kangana Ranaut 
as Rani Mehra, who flies alone on her honeymoon after being dumped by her 
boyfriend just before one day of the scheduled marriage. 
 However, amongst the crucial developments in the new millennium was 
touching the subjects hitherto considered taboo, for example, same-sex relationship, 
AIDS and surrogacy. Bollywood tried to render space to homosexual relationship in 
movies like Kal Ho Na Ho (2003), Dostana (2008), Fashion (2008) and others. With 
Phir Milenge (2004) and My Brother Nikhil (2005), a narrative around AIDS was 
built on the celluloid. Broaching surrogacy into mainstream cinema was films like 
Chori Chori Chupke Chupke (2001), Filhaal (2002), and I Am Afia (2010). Another 
taboo subject explored was an intimate relationship between an old man and a young 
woman. Interestingly, these films casted Amitabh Bachchan as the old man in both 
Cheeni Kum (2007) and Nishabd (2007). 
 A welcome change in the twenty-first century was also women directors 
defying the predominant norms in Bollywood and demonstrating their deftness in 
film-making. Women directors like Zoya Akhtar, Gauri Shinde, Nandita Das, Pooja 
Bhatt, Meghna Gulzar, Tanuja Chandra, Mira Nair, Deepa Mehta brought new angles 
to film-making and handled complex subjects artfully. 
 Another new occurrence was the popularity method actors attained. Actors 
like Irfan Khan, Naseeruddin Shah, Manoj Bajpayee, Nawazuddin Siddiqui, Kay Kay 
Menon and several other created a niche for themselves and carried the film on their 
performances. Unlike older times, these actors were offered more films and 
significant roles as well. In their success, key role was played by enormously talented 
directors and actors who believed in transformation and experimentation, such as 
Tigmanshu Dhulia, Anurag Kashyap, Sudhir Mishra. Together, they attempted to 
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bring value to cinema that was largely confined to the objective of “entertainment” 
only. 
 Still, trumping the preponderance of masala films seemed impossible. With 
the restless population growing and gaining access to multiplexes, which has 
increased the viewership, the easy success mantra of cashing in money in Bollywood 
still revolves around masala films and tacky comedies, such as Dhoom-3 (2013), 
Chennai Express (2013), Kick (2014), Dilwale (2015), Sultan (2016) and so on. 
Casting the Khans of Bollywood ensures success for a movie, even with a feeble 
script and story line. Also, objectifying women through “item numbers”, entirely 
different form the demands of a script, became a fashion, on the pretext of spicing 
things up which attracts more audience.  
Nevertheless, glimmer of hope still exists, particularly with conceptions of 
good cinema continuously changing and nonconformist directors making their mark 
in the industry. 
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3.1 Women as Wives 
Hindi cinema has an age-old obsession with the institution of marriage. This 
reflects a lot from the social milieu from where marriage has sprung. Similar to the 
Indian society traditionally preoccupied with marriage, cinema too has shown 
marriage and the related stories with great splendour and pomp. While the wife of 
Hindi cinema has changed dramatically over the years, from being a submissive and 
dependent character to become an independent woman, the set portrayals of wives 
have not changed.  
If there is one word that appropriately defines the wives of Hindi films, it is 
‘dutiful’. Even in films where the woman gets a strong role, for example in Mother 
India (1957), the wife is absolutely devoted to her family. Radha played by Nargis 
plays the role of a perfect wife in this film. She massages her husband’s feet when he 
returns from the fields and painstakingly manages her children and sacrifices a lot to 
nurture them. Chatterji (1998) writes that the role of wife 
has undergone changes but has basically remained the same. She is 
being passive, submissive and one dimensional.  Whether it is 
Gumasta (1951), or a comparatively new age film like Ramesh 
Sippy’s Shakti (1981) or even Mashaal (1984) and Hum Aapkay 
Hain Kaun (1994) or, Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jaenge (1995), the wife 
is shown as obeying the husband even if she feels differently about 
something. (p. 64) 
Wives of Hindi cinema seldom take decisions on their own and are often told by their 
husbands not to think. They must be deferential to their husbands all the time. This 
constant giving of respect is not only confined to their husbands but to other senior 
‘male’ members of the household as well, especially towards the father-in-law. 
Always dressed in traditional attire and sporting the Indian symbol of 
marriagehood – the vermillion – the roles of wives have been constructed as a 
repository of Indian culture. Indian culture puts great emphasis on women, especially 
wives, and expects a lot from them not only in terms of attire but also in terms of 
general demeanour and behaviour. Hindi cinema goes out of the way to portray the 
wives as characterized by this culture. In fact, before the marriage when it comes to 
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fixing the marriage, the women’s consent is usually never shown by a simple yes or 
no. An oft-repeated scene in many Hindi films is whenever the father discusses the 
marriage proposal with the daughter she coyly runs to her room. This behaviour is 
interpreted as a yes, reiterating the patriarchal belief that women’s consent is not 
important and all important decisions must be taken by men.  
Chatterji (1998) writes that “As wife, within mainstream cinema, the woman 
has been victim of every imaginable kind of suppression, oppression, subordination 
and humiliation.” A long-standing complaint of feminist film critics is that 
irrespective of the role given to woman, whether that of a wife or a lover or a 
daughter, she is always portrayed as an attachment or as a side-kick to the male 
protagonist. This appears even truer when it comes to wives. The wife prepares meals 
for the husband, nurtures the children, provides sexual gratification to him and often 
plays the role of the weak link in hero’s life, that is when the villain kidnaps or 
threatens her, the male protagonist or the hero must rescue her in a dramatic action 
scene. The wife is nothing but a satellite to her protagonist husband, and her life and 
work revolves around the male protagonist. She provides comfort to him when he 
returns to home after work, provides succour and support to the husband whenever he 
is in some problem.   
The tradition of Sati, which was popular in some parts of India, attracted a lot 
of cinematic attention before independence. Many films were made on the subject, 
such as Sati Parvati (1920), Sati Anusuya (1933), Saubhagya Lakshmi (1934). The 
tradition of glorifying Sati – an ancient Hindu concept in which the wife commits 
herself to death on her husband’s pyre – continued to be glorified till the fifties when 
films like Maha Sati Savitri and Sati Nagkanya were made.  
Bollywood’s obsession with the married women can be inferred not only from 
the sati films made since the beginning of the film industry but also from the titles of 
many other films, such as Dulhan (The Bride, 1958), Sindoor (Vermillion, 1987), Pati 
Parmeshwar (Husband Is God, 1989), Suhagan (Married Woman, 1964) etc.  
An ideal wife according to Bollywood in the fifties: 
Woke up at the crack of dawn to sing bhajans; she was exceedingly 
beautiful and sensuous, as well as maternal; she sewed missing 
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buttons, dressed in saris and wore the band of flowers that her 
husband brought for her on his way back from work. In spite of this, 
most of the drama arose from her victimization. (Somaaya, Kothari 
and Madangarli, 2012. p.10) 
An important characteristic of wives in Hindi cinema is that she is always attired in 
traditional dresses, specifically sari. She sports lots of makeup and jewellery and 
unfailingly flaunts vermillion. All of these actually showcase her married status, 
which she has to shun when she becomes a widow. Her hair is always tied up, since 
loose hair depicts sexual flair (Chatterji, 1998). 
The subservient nature of the Bollywood wife is perfectly captured in the song 
tumhi mere mandir, tumhi meri pooja tumhi devta ho (You are my temple, my 
worship, you are my god), picturised on Nutan in the film Khandaan (1965). The 
song captures the desire of the Indian male to be treated as god by his wife. Nutan, a 
versatile actress, played the stereotypical wife’s role in many films, such as Gauri 
(1968), Devi (1970), and Karma (1986). 
Despite the influence of progressive elements on Hindi cinema such as 
Progressive Writer’s Association, early Hindi cinema did not accept the modern and 
educated woman and viewed her with mistrust. An educated and independent woman 
ultimately had to undergo certain changes in order to be a wife. A case in point is that 
of Madhubala who played the character of Anita in Mr. and Mrs. 55 (1955) – the 
flamboyant and westernized heiress sheds all her western attributes, dons the Sari and 
in the end marries Preetam played by Guru Dutt. Her change from an emancipated 
and gregarious woman who enjoys watching tennis to somebody who in order to be 
accepted becomes the ‘ideal woman’ explains once again the Bollywood’s early 
attempts to define the ‘proper’ and ‘decent’ woman. Virdi (2004) writes about Mr. 
and Mrs. 55: “most insidious and effective of all, the film pits the misguided, 
“westernised”, “individualist” woman against the model, self-effacing, traditional 
woman, making the modernised woman finally learn the values of an “Indian” 
sensibility.” 
Even Bimal Roy, who is known for giving strong women characters such as 
Madhumati (1958), Sujata (1959) and Bandini (1963), made sure that her heroines 
“remained firmly within the threshold of domestic hearth” and “the space for these 
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women is reserved besides their men” (Somaaya et al., 2012).  In Awaara (1951) and 
Shree 420 (1955), Raj Kapoor’s famous films, the heroines act as saviours and light 
houses, to whom the wayward and the lost hero must find his way. The job of the 
female characters in these films is to act as an anchor to the restless lives of the male 
leads. Despite having strong female characters, the primary job of the females in these 
films is to act as vassals to the male characters.  
Hindi cinema regularly employed the idea of the selfless or the martyr wife. 
An apt example to give would be V. Shantaram’s hit Dahej (1950). Apparently, the 
film is a criticism of the dowry system prevalent in Indian societies. It tells the story 
of Chanda, played by Jayshree, who is married in a greedy family. Her in-laws 
tortured and humiliated her, because she did not bring the dowry they expected. 
Despite the degradation at the hands of her in-laws, she refuses to leave home even 
when physically forced to do so. She cites the ancient Hindu custom of a wife leaving 
her husband’s home only after her death. Dahej, according to Chatterji (1998), 
“underlines the beginning of a continuing trend in commercial Indian cinema 
whereby, while pretending to criticize patriarchy and its evils, a filmmaker actually 
patronizes and celebrates it.” 
Pati Parmeshwar (1989) takes the concept of the martyr wife to a whole new 
level. It is the story of a devoted wife, Rekha (Sudha Chandran), whose husband 
(Shekhar Suman) spends most of his time with his mistress (Dimple Kapadia). 
Accepting her husband’s adulterous nature, Rekha tries to make the marriage work. 
When her husband is paralysed, she fasts, takes him to the mistress, and serves them, 
in the hope that he would see light. He does, repents, returns, and she accepts him. 
The film depicts the perennial servility and martyr nature of the Indian wives. The 
film was initially declined a pass by the film certification board. The board cited the 
guideline, 2 (iv) (a), which empowers the board to ensure that “visuals or words 
depicting women in ignoble servility to man or glorifying such servility as a 
praiseworthy quality, are not presented” (Moran, 1996). Taking a firm stand, the 
board gave the following reasons for not giving a go-ahead to the film: 
The film upholds traditional subjugation of women as a 
positively desirable moral asset. In the process, woman has been 
shown as totally servile and this servility has been glorified both 
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in dialogues, visuals and recurring refrains of songs, 
highlighting this characteristic as a positive aspect of Indian 
culture. (Mehta, 2009, p.123) 
Perhaps, it was the first time that the board banned a film on reasons other than 
obscene representations of women. Later, the film was not only defended by the 
actors but also by one of the two judges who arbitrated on the matter. 
While the era of the self-sacrificing wife slowly diminished, Bollywood 
developed a new manner to depict husband--wife relationship – bigamy. Many films 
were made in the 1990s and onwards that showcased the husband having two wives. 
In order to dilute the serious matter of bigamy, the directors usually adopted comedy 
as a plot device. Justification of bigamy was very much prominent in films such as 
Saajan Chale Sasuraal (1996), Judaai (1997), Gharwali Baharwali (1998) and many 
others. This trend of bigamy as a plot had started with Naseeb Apna Apna (1986). In 
this film, the husband, in order to escape the first wife who is “not beautiful” and 
lacks “social graces” marries another woman who is not only “beautiful” but also 
“smart.” When the first wife discovers the relationship, instead of chastising her 
husband, she starts to live as a maid in the house with the second wife. This altruistic 
and sacrificing behaviour is reminiscence of the wives of the previous decades, who 
were willing to become martyrs at the drop of the hat of their husbands. In Naseeb 
Apna Apna (1986), when the second wife finally finds the truth of her husband’s 
bigamous relationship, she commits suicide. Paying the price of husband’s 
philandering, the second wife, played by Farah Naaz, is shown to committing suicide. 
It should be noted that while the husband was at fault in keeping both the women in 
dark about his marriage, women were shown suffering, one by one.  
A common theme running through all these films portraying bigamy was that 
the wives or the women were very accepting of their husband’s second marriage. In 
Saajan Chale Sasural (1994), both wives are happy to share the husband. In Gharwali 
Baharwali (1998), the husband played by Anil Kapoor marries a second time for a 
male heir and in the end once again everybody is happy and contended with 
polygamy.  
The climax scene of Gharwali Baharwali and Saajan Chale Sasural 
is the most absurd solution to the problem i.e. living happily under 
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the same roof and sharing the husband. The comedy is inane. But 
the morality preached is obnoxious. It tries to naturalise the idea 
that every Indian woman is mentally prepared for her husband to 
commit bigamy. (Chatterji, 1998; p. 71) 
In Khoon Bhari Maang (1988), the film’s protagonist played by Rekha spends a lot of 
time and energy in order to take revenge, after her husband tried to kill her. She 
returns from a near-death experience to ultimately take revenge. However, her 
comeback is not only for revenge but also to show her new-found beauty, which she 
has managed to obtain through plastic surgery. Her husband had called her ugly, and 
even when her aim is to kill him, she tries to ensure that he falls for her beauty and 
charm. Underlying the plot is the assumption that a woman needs to be beautiful and 
charming all the time, even when she plans to kill someone.  
While the Hindi film industry was busy casting wives in set portrayals, 
satisfying the needs of a patriarchal society, there were filmmakers who attempted to 
capture wives in an altogether different mood and tone. One of the earliest example of 
this is renowned filmmaker V. Shantaram whose film Duniya Na Mane (1937) 
captured the story of a young wife played by Shanta Apte. The young wife Nirmala is 
married to an old man in exchange for a bride-price. Nirmala is a confident young 
woman who makes sure to her husband that she is not happy with the marriage. One 
of the ways in which she shows her rebellion is by denying her husband sex. By 
showing to the public that not all women submit to their husbands unquestionably, the 
film was a pioneer in the portrayal of women, more so because the film was made in 
1937. A Marathi version of the film was also made and the film went on to be 
showcased at the Venice International Film Festival (“Films”, n.d.). Nirmala, despite 
asserting her character and desires is an active participant in Hindu rites and that are 
observed for the welfare of the husband. This anomaly is presciently explained by 
Chatterji (1998):  
but this principle of fasting and vrats is practised in the breach by 
Nirmala in Duniya na Maane [sic] because her fasting is not really to 
preserve the life of her husband but rather, to belong to the fraternity 
of wives who perform vrats and vows. (p. 75-76). 
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Another example would be of Shabana Azmi’s character in Yeh Kaisa Insaaf (1980) 
where she agrees to marry after making a pact with her future husband. Shabana is 
shown as a working woman, and the pact is that she would continue to support her 
family after her marriage. Her husband reneges on the promise and demands her 
salary after the marriage – Shabana does not accept her husband’s logic that since she 
is married she is no longer connected to her family. She decides to walk away from 
the marriage. The film, not surprisingly, could not do well at the box office.   
Gulzar’s Aandhi (1975) was an adaptation of a Hindi novel by the author 
Kamleshwar. The film tells the story of an ambitious wife Aarti Devi, played by 
Suchitra Sen. Aarti is the daughter of a politician and has ambitions of making it big 
on the political scene. However, her husband is not happy with her political ambitions 
and often fights with her. The domestic duals ultimately result in Aarti leaving her 
husband. In the end, the husband, after a reunion with the wife, encourages her to 
carry on with her political drive. It is interesting to note that in this case a happy 
blissful marriage is not the ultimate end of the film and a woman is allowed by the 
scriptwriter and the director to pursue her ambitions.  
Another example of a wife who refuses to bow to her husband is from Aap ki 
Kasam (1974). Kamal Bhatnagar (Rajesh Khanna) is a jealous husband who begins to 
doubt the faithfulness of his wife Sunita (Mumtaz) when his best friend Mohan 
(Sanjeev Kumar) enters their lives. Sunita is unable to convince her husband of her 
loyalty and “refuses to play the victim, she is so enraged by her husband’s 
unwarranted suspicions that she leaves him. By the time he realizes his mistake and 
tries to go back to her, she is married again” (Somaaya et al., 2012). The wife in this 
film is not willing to be the martyr like in many previous depictions of wives. She not 
only refuses to be a victim but also annuls the marriage. By doing this, she asserts 
herself and makes it clear to her husband that she will not be a part of the marriage 
where she is not respected or trusted.  
A rather daring portrayal of wives came in the last year of the nineties in Hum 
Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999). Nandini (Aishwarya Rai) is forced to marry Vanraj 
(Ajay Devgan) after her father discovers her romantic liaison with Sameer (Salman 
Khan). After the marriage, Nandini refuses to reciprocate the love of his husband who 
gets angry after repeatedly getting cold behaviour from his wife. When Vanraj 
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discovers the real reason behind Nandini’s behaviour, instead of getting angry or 
divorcing her, he agrees to go on a foreign quest to locate her wife’s lost love. In Hum 
Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999), the wife once again refuses to conform to social 
standards, and the husband does not take this as an affront to his masculinity and is a 
willing partner in his wife’s quest to find her first love. However, in the end of the 
film, the director once again upholds the sanctity of the marriage; after Nandini 
discovers that she indeed loves her husband who has loved her unquestionably and is 
willing to do what no husband will do. What began as a radical take on marriage 
ended up once again in upholding the social demands from the marriage, that once 
married, a couple should remain husband and wife, irrespective of what trial and 
tribulations the wife or the husband have to bear.  
One of the earliest depictions of women seeking love and sex outside marriage 
is B. R Chopra’s multi-starrer film Gumraah (1963).  The movie examines the 
conflict of a married woman who is caught between her feelings for her lover and her 
fealty to her husband. The wife, played by the famous actress Mala Sinha, due to 
some cinematic circumstances is not able to marry her love and instead marries a 
much older person (Ashok Kumar). Her love returns to her life and she discreetly 
continues the romantic liaison with him. This is perhaps one of the first instances 
when the sacrosanct married woman is allowed on screen to meet her lover. However, 
by doing this, she also crossed the ‘Laxman Rekha’ or the age-old limitation set by 
the patriarchal Indian society for women. Interestingly, the film starts with a scene 
from Ramayana where Laxman makes the line for Sita while searching for lord Ram. 
Even before the film commences, the director makes it clear as to what the plot will 
be, by making a precise reference to the mythical Laxman’s line and by naming the 
film Gumraah, which translates to astray. And it is easy to guess the end of the film. 
The story ends with the wife confessing her transgressions to her husband who has 
also found the truth. The husband makes her realize that she has crossed the Laxman’s 
line. The film’s plot was undoubtedly bold for its time, and while the story writers 
allowed sufficient liberty for the women to exercise her individual rights, it is no 
surprise that the film labels her as ‘astray’, as she clearly has transgressed and needs 
to repent.  
Not every adulterous wife feels guilty and returns to her husband. In Ek Baar 
Phir (1980), Kalpana, played by Deepti Naval, leaves her busy husband to live with 
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her boyfriend. She only falls in love with the other man, after her husband who is a 
film star keeps busy all the time and rarely has time for her. She neither finds love nor 
solace in her marriage and falls in love with an artist. Kalpana of Ek Baar Phir is a 
rare departure in the portrayal of wives; she is not willing to be a martyr like the 
wives of yesteryear. She crosses the mythical Laxman’s line and unlike the wife in 
Gumraah (1963) is not willing to come back and has the guts to squarely refuse her 
husband when he calls her back. 
Directed by Dulal Guha, Do Anjaane (1976) is a story of an ambitious wife 
who acts as the villain in the film. The wife played by Rekha is clearly bored of her 
married life and when she gets the opportunity to leave the mundane life of her 
household and enter the world of glitz and glamour, she takes it. However, the wife in 
this case is too ambitious and views her husband as an obstacle. Ultimately, she plans 
the murder of her husband. After the murder, she enters the occupation of her desire, 
that is an actress. She also starts a live-in relationship with her lover, whom she later 
discards. The director also hints at the actress giving sexual favours in return of film 
contracts. The wife in Do Anjaane (1976) is clearly portrayed as a ruthless and 
ambitious woman who will stop at nothing in order to achieve what she wants. The 
film reflects the disdain the Indian society has for working woman, though women 
make up a significant percent of the working population. The film also casts 
aspersions on women who want to take up a career in show business. The film implies 
that such women are promiscuous and are willing to do anything for career 
advancement.  But the depiction of the wife is a “dramatic departure from the usual 
heroine of the mainstream film who is too good to be true” (Chatterji, 1998). While 
the usual wives of Hindi cinema score high marks on all moral characteristics, in this 
case the wife is portrayed as a human with all her flaws and follies.  
Director Yash Chopra took up the issue of extramarital affair in his famous 
film Silsila (1981). The film enjoys a cult status and boasts of a star cast with 
Amitabh Bachchan, Rekha, Jaya Bhaduri and Sanjeev Kumar. Due to circumstances 
typical of a Bollywood drama, Amit (Amitabh Bachchan) and Shobha (Jaya Bhaduri) 
marry but soon drift apart and their marriage become a loveless affair. Chandni 
(Rekha) is also imprisoned in a loveless marriage and plays the role of a perfect wife 
until she meets Amit with whom she had a relationship before the marriage. The wife 
(Rekha) in this film soon embarks on a full-fledged relationship with her ex-flame. 
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The film captures their relationship in picturesque locations. In a twist to the story, 
Amit decides that he can no longer continue his marriage to Shobha (Jaya Bhaduri) 
and wishes to reconcile with Chandni (Rekha). This news shatters Shobha—who was 
aware of Amit’s affair—but she does not lose hope. She believes that if her love is 
true he will return to her. Similarly, Chandni’s husband Dr. Anand is aware of and 
devastated by Chandni’s infidelity. In the end, both the lovers return to their 
respective spouses making their past affairs look like mistakes. Once again, the 
sanctity of the marriage is upheld by a filmmaker, who despite showing characters in 
whirlwind romantic relationship makes sure that the lovers realize their mistake and 
go back to their marriage. To drive home the message of inviolability of marriage, the 
film ends with a text slide reading: “Love is faith and faith is forever.” “Such is the 
obsessive reverence of the institution of marriage that no film in the history of Indian 
cinema has justified or applauded those who have transgressed/violated its strict 
moral code, no matter how compelling the circumstances are” (Kazmi, 2010).  
Aruna Raje’s film Rihaee (1988) deals with the promiscuity of migrant 
labourers and the sexual desires of their wives who are left behind. The film is set in a 
village in the state of Gujrat where majority of the men have left their homes in search 
of livelihood, leaving their wives behind. Women in the village get excited when 
Mansukh (Naseeruddin Shah) returns after a long sting in Dubai; Mansukh is good 
looking and a philanderer. Women flock to him and he engages in sexual activity with 
many of them; all of them married. This is one of the first instances in Hindi cinema 
where the issue of the sexual desires of the wife left behind by the husband is 
addressed. Rihaee “is the most scathing attack ever, on the promiscuity of male 
migrant labourer vis-à-vis their assumption of sexual fidelity from their sex-starved 
wives” (Chatterji, 1998). While most of the women give easily to Mansukh’s 
temptation, one of them, Taku (Hema Malini), rebuffs his advances only to fall for 
him later. She becomes pregnant and confesses to her husband about her affair. She is 
compelled to abort the child. When she refuses, village panchayat is called to decide 
her fate. The panchayat headed by old men of the village is furious and is ready to 
exile her when women of the village speak in favour of her and erect a strong defence 
of a woman’s needs and the hypocrisy of the society in general. The village women 
declare a woman’s emotional and sexual needs as being natural, on par with a man’s. 
The women also ask for same yardsticks to be applied to both men and women, when 
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it comes to punishment for transgressions. The women in their impassioned defence 
expose the hypocrisy of a society that has long judged men and women with different 
criteria. Also, “by positioning the issue of a woman’s transgression in a private space 
as opposed to a public one and by treating it as a personal matter the film rejects the 
mythological legacy of Ram’s insistence on agnipareeksha and Sita’s exile” (Somaaya 
et al., 2012). 
Although there have been brave attempts to portray wives outside the shackles 
of stereotyping in Hindi cinema, such as Radha (Nargis) in Mother India (1957), Rosy 
(Waheeda Rahman) in Guide (1965) and Aditi (Tabu) in Astitva (2000). By and large, 
Bollywood has always captured the woman in set casts. The ravishing but obedient 
wife, the ailing but tender mother, the gorgeous girlfriend who no doubt is intelligent 
and independent but would always need the muscular and brave hero to save her from 
the villains. In the portrayal of wives, there is no exception, a myriad of roles has been 
allotted to the wife, “of and on she (wife) began to surprise viewers with the odd and 
unconventional portrayal be it the Choti Bahu of Sahab Bibi Aur Ghulam or rosy of 
guide breaking marital chains to live with her lover in Guide” (Somaaya et al., 2012). 
But certain characteristics were always common to the tenderness, the caring nature 
and the sacrificial attitude. “The wife was dignified and never displayed sex appeal. 
She was devoted without being demanding. Her role was to provide solace, to 
empathize and to reprimand when the hero went astray” (Somaaya et al., 2012). 
When it comes to the portrayal of wives or marriages, Hindi cinema over a 
period of time has created an artificial narrative about marriages, sacred vows and the 
role of the wives. It has more or less failed to represent the complex relationship 
between a man and a woman in a marriage and has continuously tried to uphold the 
notions about marriage and romance as portrayed in myths and folklores. Hindi 
cinema “represents romance and marriages not necessarily as they are in real life but 
how they could be or should be - or how they should not be” (Jones & Ramdas, 
2004). 
3.2 Women as Mothers and Unwed Mothers 
While Hindi cinema’s fixation with romantic stories and family sagas has 
resulted in a myriad of roles being assigned to women as wives and girlfriends, 
another important role in which women have been casted since the beginning of 
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cinema’s history in India is that of mothers. In the Indian tradition, the mother--child 
relationship is seen as the most sacrosanct of all relations. The image of Krishna and 
Devki is one of the most recognised and respected cultural motifs in India. Just like 
the wife occupies a high and exalted position in Indian culture and there are lots of 
cultural expectations from her, the Indian mother too occupies a deity-like position in 
the Indian cultural hierarchy. She bears the burden of the many expectations that the 
society has from her. Mother’s role of a creator of life and nurturer of children has 
been elevated by infusing sacredness and a touch of divine. Another reason behind the 
idealization attached to the mother is the worship of female deities in India. For many 
Indians, the mother as deity and the mother as a family relation are similar identities.  
“Symbolised in mythology, legends and popular culture, she stands as an eternal icon 
to represent the generative, nurturing power in life” (Krishnaraj, 2010).   
Writing about the role of mother in Hindi cinema, Gulzar et al. (2003) explain 
that “the mother cult has been, from the beginning, one of the strongest thematic 
strands in Indian cinema, ranging from noble, self-sacrificing mothers to those who 
pamper their sons and persecute their daughters-in-law.” This duality of mothers as 
care givers and mothers as persecutors is an often-repeated theme in Indian cinema. 
While the mother absolutely loves her male child in all the films that portray the 
family, in films involving a plot revolving around marriage, she suddenly becomes a 
villain for her daughter-in-law. The character of the mother-in-law in Bollywood 
often makes the life of her daughter-in-law torturous, for instance Bindu in Ghar Ho 
Toh Aisa (1990) and Biwi Ho Toh Aisi (1988). 
 “Many Hindi films start off with (or have, very near the beginning) a portrait 
of the idealized mother. This paragon of maternal perfection is generally played over 
and over again by actresses specializing in this role” (Kakar, 1981). Actresses such as 
Nirupama Roy, Reema Lagu, Fareeda Jalal and Waheeda Rahman were adept in 
portraying the roles of mothers in Hindi cinema. While Radha (Nargis) in Mother 
India (1957) played the mother and the wife, her role as mother stands out as the 
quintessential mother not only in Hindi cinema’s history but also as the idealised 
mother in the Indian society. Mother India is considered an iconic film and was 
India’s first submission to Academy Awards in 1958 in the foreign language film 
category. The trials and tribulations of Radha and her family are homage to the 
struggles of a newly independent India. The wife of a farmer Shamu (Raj Kumar), 
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who is in deep debt, Radha gets the role of a mother. Her life is a series of misfortunes 
and tragedies that are because of the debt her husband has incurred. Radha as a 
nurturer takes care of her children in the most adverse of all situations. She dons the 
role of a man and works in the fields toiling under the sun to earn meals for her 
family. Unlike the silent suffering mothers of this genre, Radha is capable of 
defending herself and also has the power to become the crusader in the end when she 
kills her own son who has adopted the life of banditry. The image of the suffering 
mother was so much appreciated by the audience that for the next decade, actresses 
had to bear the burden of being such mothers on the screen. It became a characteristic 
of many hit films such as Aradhana (1969), Deewaar (1975), Trishul (1978), 
Baazigar (1993), Khalnayak (1993) and Karan Arjun (1995). 
Sarcar (n.d.) explain the roles of mothers in subsequent films:  
 [Mother] was idolised and idealised but deprived of authority and 
agency. Not just selfless, she is self-less - she is a hollow symbol to be 
worshipped; she is asexual and inviolate. Constructed through the gaze 
of others – her husband, sons, in-laws, neighbours – and usually silent 
about her own desires, herself was more an absence. (p. 3) 
An important role of mothers in Hindi films is to act as an object of revenge for the 
hero. In many films, the mother is killed, injured or insulted by the villain. It becomes 
a duty for the hero or the male protagonist to take revenge for her mother. Suffering is 
another important characteristic of the mother. This suffering can be due to economic 
reasons. While poverty is the main reason behind the trials of the mothers of Hindi 
cinema, an uncaring and a cruel husband is another source of her agony, which she 
bears silently and without complaining. Her only refuge is God, to whom she 
regularly prays in order to get the strength and courage to struggle, and also for her 
son in expectations. Much has been made of the image of the saviour son, who would 
one day grow up and not only provide her prosperity and economic wellbeing but also 
take revenge from the villains of her life. The villains can be the cruel husband who 
left her to face life alone or the devious money lender from the village or the 
archetype vicious villain (Amrish Puri as Thakur Durjan Singh in Karan Arjun, 1995) 
of Hindi cinema who takes great pleasure in torturing women. The centrality of 
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mother’s role in Hindi cinema can simply be defined as her relationship with her son. 
Kakar (1981) opines that the mother’s  
purpose in life is the welfare of the hero-as-child. She is devoted to 
ministering to the hero's smallest needs and unspoken wishes, 
especially for food, often well into adulthood. Feeding the son, it is 
implied, is the greatest satisfaction that life can offer her. If for reasons 
of the plot, the baby-hero is unavailable, then the mother is often shown 
in the private world of her prayer-room where she is absorbed in 
devotion to child -Krishna, the quintessential son. (p. 15) 
The character of a step-mother is also often displayed on screen where she is again 
stereotyped as a cruel, evil and a heartless creature whose only job is to make the life 
of the children troublesome and difficult. Films like Beta (1992) and Kishen Kanhaiya 
(1990) are examples of such mothers in Hindi films.  
While the mother is always shown as part of the family, the character of single 
mother or an unwed mother has been a rarity in Hindi cinema. A notable first is the 
case of Meena (Mala Sinha) in Dhool ka Phool (1959). Directed by Yash Chopra, the 
film is the story of Meena and Mahesh (Rajendra Kumar) who are madly in love. 
Meena becomes a mother before their relationship transcends to that of a husband and 
wife. Meanwhile, Mahesh considers the child a ‘mistake’ and disowns both of them – 
the wife and the child. A child born out of wedlock is considered ‘illegitimate’ and is a 
big taboo in Indian society. Considering the shame of having a child before marriage, 
Meena gives up the baby and leaves the baby boy in a dark forest. It is pertinent to 
note that while the male protagonist (Mahesh) has no qualms about romancing and 
having sex with his female partner, the responsibility of the baby falls squarely on the 
shoulders of the girl. Meena is rescued by Ashok (played by Ashok Kumar) who is a 
lawyer and under whom Meena is working as an assistant. It is Ashok who not only 
falls in love with Meena but demonstrates the willingness to take the child. The film 
plainly tells that a single mother has no place in the Indian society and while a single 
man can bring up a child, a woman cannot do so. The only way through which a 
woman can rear a child is with the companionship of a man, as in the case of Meena 
who in the end takes the child back when Ashok is willing to give the child his 
“name”. 
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Vandana (Sharmila Tagore) in Aradhana (1969) is another case of an unwed 
mother, whose family refuses to accept her or her child. Just like Meena (Mala Sinha) 
of Dhool Ka Phool is unable to rear the child, Vandana too has to give up her child 
born out of marriage, and is forced to let a childless couple adopt him. Determined to 
be a part of his life, she accepts the responsibility of becoming his nanny. Sacrifice, it 
seems is the perennial fate of such women. Not only the mother in Aradhana (1969) 
is willing to be a servant in the house where her child is being brought up, she also 
takes up the blame for a murder her son commits. “In Aradhana the nation-state 
applauds a mother’s sacrifice for her son, while in Mother India (and Dewar) 
sacrificing the son is itself a daring act marshalled ultimately to affirm the good 
citizen’s service and subordination to the community/nation” (Virdi, 2003). 
A prominent example of single mother portrayal is Kundan Shah’s Kya Kehna 
(2000). An independent and spirited Priya Bakshi (Preity Zinta) is the only daughter 
in a family of loving parents and brothers. She falls in love with Rahul (Saif Ali 
Khan); their relationship is not approved by her family as the family views the boy as 
being ‘unfit’ and ‘inappropriate’ for her, since the boy has a reputation of a Casanova. 
However, Priya convinces her parents to talk to Rahul about their marriage. The 
parents give in to her daughter’s plea, only to be rebuffed by the boy himself who 
says no to the marriage. Priya’s family is devastated when they discover that she is 
pregnant and they once again approach Rahul for marriage, who again refuses. While 
Priya has the option to terminate the pregnancy, she, against the wishes of her family, 
decides to keep the child. Here, Priya is no different from counterparts in previous 
films depicting unwed mothers. A common theme that runs through these films is the 
sudden and joyful discovery of being a mother. The women in Dhool Ka Phool, 
Aradhana, and Kya Kehna had the option of termination of pregnancy. However, all 
of them decide to keep the baby. After discovering that she is pregnant, Priya, 
longingly looks at a picture of baby deity Krishna, symbolising her intense desire to 
be a mother. The head of the family, the father expels Priya from the home as she has 
defied the family ‘norms’ and has broken a cardinal rule by getting pregnant before 
marriage. In an unusual departure from the portrayal of families in Hindi cinema, 
Priya’s family is shown to be unable to cope with the absence of Priya. Therefore, the 
family decides to bring her back. They also lovingly take care of their pregnant 
daughter. Since an Indian family and society traditionally are averse to single unwed 
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mothers, Priya and her family are ostracized from the community and are subjected to 
ridicule and humiliation. Her shaming is further exacerbated by a play in her school 
on unwed mothers. Depicting a similar story, the play shows the protagonist die 
because of the ‘shame’, thereby confirming that suicide is the only viable option for 
such women, the only way to restore the lost honour of the family. Surprisingly, it is 
the play that gives her the opportunity to explain herself to public. Priya takes the 
stage and mounts a spirited but emotional defence of her actions; her only ‘sin’ is that 
she loved somebody, not that she is pregnant. She also makes it clear that the people 
would have cared for her had she gone through the ceremonies of a marriage. 
According to her, the ‘blame’ lies with the man (Rahul) who refused to share 
responsibility. Her speech results in a thunderous applause from the audience. The 
audience in Priya’s speech are synonymous with the Indian public in general who are 
usually against mothers without husbands. And in one of a rare incident in Hindi 
cinema, the public has accepted such a woman. The film ends with Priya rejecting 
Rahul’s proposal. Rahul who has also been moved by her speech reminds her that he 
is the father of the baby, to which Priya replies that he is no longer the father and has 
lost all rights of fatherhood on the day he asked her to undergo abortion.  
While Kya Kehna is a sharp departure from the portrayal of single mothers, 
Childers (2002) is of the opinion that “the film in fact reaffirms traditional stereotypes 
of women in which their behaviour is carefully controlled within a patriarchal 
framework.” Childers (2002) buttresses her argument by highlighting the fact that 
despite establishing the ‘goodness’ of Priya and the philanderer nature of Rahul, it is 
Priya that has to face censure and Rahul is left unscathed. She explains: “the total lack 
of public and family censure for Rahul’s part in the whole affair reminds us that ‘boys 
will be boys,’ while the disgrace and dishonour fall entirely upon Priya and her 
family.” Despite this criticism of the film, Kya Kehna stands distinctly from other 
films of the genre for its portrayal of single mothers and its depiction of the taboo 
topic of sex before marriage. 
3.3 Women as Daughters  
The literature on women’s portrayal in commercial cinema is abundant and 
diverse. However, this literature mainly focuses on romantic relationships between 
men and women and the caricature of women as mothers. Additionally, the portrayal 
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of courtesans and prostitutes has been detailed in several works, however, no 
definitive work [except Kakar (1981); Rajiva (2010)] could be found by this 
researcher on the portrayal of daughters per se. A simple explanation can be the fact 
that daughters in Hindi cinema ultimately transform into mothers, wives, and 
girlfriends.  
A general observation from the analysis of commercial Hindi cinema is that 
while sons are definitely portrayed vis-à-vis their relationship with the mother, 
daughters are invariably depicted in relation to their fathers. This phenomenon has 
some resemblance to the general characteristic of the archetypical Indian family 
where sons are close to their mothers and daughters are intimate with their fathers.  
Writing about the portrayal of daughters in Hindi cinema Kakar (1981) opines: 
the father-daughter relationship in Hindi cinema is liberally sprinkled 
with dollops of 'pure' fantasy. In films where the father-daughter 
relationship is important for the plot, the father is often shown as a 
widower, with the heroine as his only daughter, the relationship being 
without the contaminating presence of the mother or other siblings who 
may disturb the idyll. (p. 19) 
In majority of films that have daughters as transitory characters, the daughter is 
usually the apple of the eye of the entire family, especially the father who dotes on her 
and pampers her with gifts and unbridled affection. A common strand that runs 
through many such films that depict a household is the moment the daughter does 
something that can ‘besmirch’ the ‘honour’ of the family, namely, falling in love with 
a man of lower social strata or falling in love with a man belonging to ‘lower caste’ or 
an enemy family. In all these cases, she brings upon herself the ire of her father. The 
all indulgent and caring father suddenly turns into a sort of a villain. Fathers in such 
cases have variety of methods to ‘stop’ the daughter from pursuing her romantic 
aspirations. The most common method is to stop her going to the college, effectively 
putting her under a sort of house-arrest.  
While the role of women as daughters follows similar trajectory in majority of 
commercial films released between 1950 and 2000, there are films such as Daddy 
(1989), Tamanna (1997) and Khamoshi: The Musical (1996) that stand apart. 
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Traditionally, the character of the daughter is seen as being dependent on the father. 
In Mahesh Bhatt’s Daddy (1989), it is the father who becomes dependent on the 
daughter for her support. The film is a compelling narrative of a ghazal singer 
(Anupam Kher) who has fallen on hard times and has taken to the drinking alcohol. 
Due to his alcoholism, he is unable to work and even her daughter is taken away from 
him. The daughter (Pooja Bhat) becomes his saviour and helps him regain his career 
and sanity again.  
The daughter in Khamoshi: The Musical (1996), directed by the noted film 
director Sanjay Leela Bhansali, literally becomes the voice of her deaf and mute 
parents. Annie (Manisha Koirala) is born in a poor family where both her parents are 
handicapped. Her parents are completely dependent on her, also for economic reasons 
as she helps them in selling wares. She falls in love with a young man and wants to 
marry him; however, she gets pregnant before marriage and her parents are against the 
marriage since they do not want to lose the daughter. Tamanna has to leave her home 
as her parents do not allow her marriage. Despite reversing the roles of parents and 
their children, the film once again reiterates the ability of parents to stop the daughter 
from pursuing her romantic ambitions. The film, however, ends with Tamanna’s 
parents accepting her along with her child and husband.  
The father in Tamanna (1997) is replaced by a eunuch (Paresh Rawal) who 
picks up an abandoned baby girl (Pooja Bhat) and adopts her. The film, in an 
interesting reversal of roles assigned to a father; the manly figure, to a eunuch. 
Commenting on the grievous issue of female infanticide, the biological father of the 
baby girl abandons her to die. While the biological father of Tamanna (Pooja Bhat) 
has left her to die, it is a eunuch who takes care of the baby, nurtures her, provides her 
education and makes her an independent woman.  
Somayya (2004) surveying the role of daughters in Hindi cinema writes that 
“the image of daughter has completely changed over the years. From the completely 
submissive to the gently defiant, Hindi cinema has seen her maturing into a 
progressive woman, negotiating space and freedom with the patriarch of the family.” 
3.4 Women as Courtesans and Prostitutes 
The character of courtesans or tawaif, as it is called in Urdu, has been a 
favourite of Hindi filmmakers, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s (Booth, 2007). 
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While the colonial authorities chose “singing and dancing girls” to describe them, the 
word tawaif translates as a dancing girl, a singer and as a prostitute.  Dancing girls 
have been a part of Indian culture since Vedic times and each era has treated them 
either with respect and deference or with downright hostility and indifference. The 
tradition of courtesans flourished in India until the 20th century, with Lucknow, the 
capital of the Avadh region, being the centre. The Indian courtesans can be compared 
to the geisha, the traditional Japanese female entertainers who were not only skilled 
hostesses but also like their Indian counterparts were adept in various performing arts.  
The fascination of the Indian filmmakers with the character of courtesans and 
prostitutes can be gauged from the fact that as early as in 1924, Dada Saheb Phalke, 
pioneer of filmmaking in India, made a film called Kanya Vikray or Selling of girls. 
Films such as Devadasi (1925) tackled the taboo subject of woman as a saleable 
commodity with reference to religious practises. Other films on the topic include 
Midnight Girl (1929) and Vamp (1926). Based on Sharat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s 
novella and directed by P. C. Barua, Devdas (1935) is a love triangle story that 
revolves around the courtesan Chandramukhi. The novella and the film were powerful 
enough to spawn many versions of the film, with Devdas (1955) directed by Bimal 
Roy and Devdas (2002) directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali being the important ones. 
Pakeezah (1971) and Umrao Jaan (1981) are other well-known films of this genre. 
 “Early courtesan films idealized the beauty and artistic skills of the historical 
mujrewali and portrayed prostitutes restored to social respectability through marriage” 
(Boejharat, 2006). The sexual nature of the profession was never made implicit in any 
courtesan film and was always hinted subtly. “In Hindi cinema, the courtesan is pure 
(Pakeezah) and part of this is she is never immodestly dressed. In fact, one of the 
pleasure of the courtesan films lies in the elaborate use of clothing and make-up” 
(Dwyer, 2007). The only exemption is that of Dev.D (2009) where the courtesan has 
metamorphosed into a prostitute. But then the director in this case never claimed to 
make an honest representation of Sarat Chandra Chattopadhayay’s novella (“Trying to 
make”, 2007). While overt references to the sexuality of the dancer were hidden, other 
covert measures such as “facial expressions, dialogues, and lyrics served as tools of 
seduction. Songs become a repository of sexual metaphors” (Somaaya et al., 2012).  
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The courtesan in the film makes her living by her sexual charms, and 
so is presented as object of desire to the men in the ‘mehfil’ 
(gathering) and to the cinema audience. This usually culminates in 
mujra, where the filmmaker emphasises the details of lyrics, music, 
costume and mise-en-scene. (Dwyer, 2007, p. 85) 
A common theme in all the courtesan-centric films are the vivid and rich song and 
dance sequences, paying homage to classical North Indian singing and dancing 
traditions. These films showcase the thumri singing style and the Kathak dance. The 
courtesan has been used both as minor and major character, she: 
has also been a popular figure in film, where her attractions give rise 
to variety of pleasures in the audience. She is portrayed as a victim 
of men’s lust and as an object of viewer’s piety, but also delights the 
audience in being the object of the male gaze as she dances for 
entertainment. (Dwyer, 2007, p. 85) 
Pramathesh Barua’s 1935 film Devdas narrates the story of Devdas (K.L. 
Saigal) who is deeply in love with his childhood sweetheart Parvati (Jamuna). 
Because of the circumstances, which are typical of a dramatic Hindi film, he is not 
able to marry his beloved, and takes to drinking and ends up wrecked – 
psychologically and mentally.  It is pertinent to note that the character of Devdas in all 
the versions of the films (1935, 1955, 2002) has such an important effect in 
caricaturing the image of a drunken and lost lover that the name ‘Devdas’ has become 
eponymous in Indian society with such men. While Devdas is recuperating from 
mental trauma of the lost love, he meets the Chandramukhi (Rajkumari), a courtesan 
in Calcutta. The courtesan falls in love with him and takes care of the ailing lover, 
who due to a combination of heavy drinking and a wayward mental state is rapidly 
deteriorating. Devdas has promised Parvati that he would come to her in the hour of 
need, keeping the promise he visits her place but dies before he meets her. Parvati’s 
parents stop her from visiting him and she only hears about her death. In all the 
Devdas films, a common theme that runs through is the sacrificial nature of 
Chandramukhi, the courtesan. She loves Devdas and takes care of him but never 
claims him. She is content to be the ‘other’ woman and is satisfied with his promise 
that they would be together in the next life (Somaaya et al., 2012). It important to note 
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that the main role of the courtesan is to provide succour to the obsessive lover. She 
cares for him through his journey to destructive alcoholism and self-despair. Perhaps, 
it is due to the nature of her profession that the courtesan never comes publicly about 
her love, knowing that while the courtesan is celebrated as an artist she would never 
be accepted as a wife. In ‘Islamicate Cultures of Bombay Cinema’ Bhaskar and Allen 
(2009) explain the courtesan in Hindi cinema  
the courtesan as a public woman possessed of sexual agency is a 
figuration of femininity that is antithetical to the desired form of 
womanhood within the aristocratic home. At the same time, the 
courtesan is maddeningly attractive for aristocratic men, and the 
conflict between desire for the courtesan and the duty towards the 
family and the woman of the home in the Muslim Sociol can only be 
resolved with the rejection of the courtesan. (p. 20-21) 
In all the versions of the Devdas, the story and plot remain common, though 
deviation occurs in Dev.D (2009). This Anurag Kashyap film is not a remake of the 
novella or the previous movies per se, but a modern-day look at the story, a spin-off 
would be a more appropriate term. Since the director was making a modern day 
Devdas, he takes abundant cinematic and thematic liberty. One such deviation occurs 
in the character of Chanda (Kalki Koechlin), the Chandramukhi of previous Devdas 
films. The coy and the elegant courtesans of Devdas films have metamorphosed into 
the outspoken and brash Chanda who due to a sex scandal takes up the profession of 
prostitution. Kalki’s character is a modern adaptation of Chandramukhi, which was 
most recently played by Madhuri Dixit in Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s Devdas. In the 
film, the young Leni is shown to be a fan of Madhuri’s, listening to the songs of 
Chandramukhi. When she takes up prostitution as a profession, she adopts the name 
Chandramukhi or Chanda, in honour of the character.  
Meena Kumari’s role in Kamal Amrohi’s Pakeezah (1972) will always be 
remembered for her portrayal of Sahibjaan, the courtesan from Lucknow. The movie 
is considered as “a magnificent Hindi melodrama and one of the most accomplished 
and beautiful films in the transnational ‘courtesan with a heart of gold’ film genre” 
(Grant, 2009). Sahibjaan (Meena Kumari) is the daughter of a courtesan (Nargis), and 
is born in a graveyard after her mother fells into dire straits after being spurned by her 
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in-law’s family who refuses to accept the new bride because of her profession. The 
infant Sahibjaan is taken into a courtesan family who raises her to be an accomplished 
singer and dancer. “The heroine of Pakeezah is portrayed as if she were a pure spirit 
who is trapped within her own exquisite masquerade and the sublimely alluring yet 
tomb-like world of the Kotha like a bird in a gilded cage” (Bhaskar & Allen, 2009). 
Sahibjaan falls in love with the dashing Salim Ahmad played by the suave Raaj 
Kumar, whom she meets under dramatic circumstances. In the end, she is married into 
the same family who rejected her mother for being a courtesan. Her acceptance into 
the family is not due to the family being liberal about her profession, but due to the 
fact that she shares the same noble ‘blood’ with the family. Once again, the concept of 
purity of blood comes into play, despite the courtesans being celebrated as exalted 
artists, at the end they remain impure women.  
Umrao Jaan (1981), the quintessential courtesan film of Hindi Cinema is based 
on Lucknow’s famous poet and litterateur Mirza Hadi Ruswa’s novel Umrao Jaan 
Ada. The film tells the story of Umrao Jaan who ends up in a brothel after being 
kidnapped in childhood. Umrao Jaan grows up to be renowned courtesan, who is not 
only known for her melodious voice but is also dextrous with Urdu poetry. Umrao 
catches the eye of Nawab Sultan (Farooq Sheikh) who is besotted by her beauty and 
her beautiful poetry. They both fall in love; however, Sultan cannot marry her due to 
her profession and is married to somebody else. It is Sultan’s father who is against the 
union and severs their relationship forcing Sultan to marry another woman. 
Interestingly, Sultan’s father is also a frequent visitor to brothels. Umrao Jaan has 
many relationships in the film. Bhaskar and Allen (2009) explain the character of 
Umrao Jaan  
Ali’s Umrao Jaan is shaped by an ambiguity in tone that centres upon 
the tension between the realist impulse of the novel whose courtesan, 
a woman who is knowledgeable in the ways of the world and uses the 
art of love to her advantage, and the idioms of the courtesan genre 
that emphasises the purity of the heroine. (p. 193)  
Ali’s film focuses on the formation of the courtesan. It narrates the 
tragic irony of a woman who is so refined and cultivated that she can 
enter into a relationship with a noble as his equal, and yet whose very 
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refinement is like a poisoned chalice, a mark of her identity as a 
courtesan, that condemns her to be a cynosure of all eyes but belong 
to no one. (p. 200) 
In the end, because of the narrative drama of a Hindi film, Umrao Jaan manages to 
meet her family. Her mother is joyed to meet Umrao Jaan but her brother is against 
her coming back to the family as she was in a ‘disreputable’ profession. She is 
rejected by her family for being a courtesan and goes back to the brothel, which has 
been devastated due to the disturbances of the revolt of 1857.  
An often-repeated dichotomy in courtesan films is the tussle between the 
demands of their profession and the attempts by the filmmaker to show them as pure 
While the allure of the courtesan figure is rooted in her beauty, her art 
and the charge of her sexuality that is available to all men, especially 
to the highest bidder, she is also conventionally portrayed as ‘pure’ 
either literally or metaphorically. (Bhaskar & Allen, 2009, p. 173) 
Booth (2007) writing about courtesan genre says that “cinematic tawaifs are 
female characters that often (and despite their situations) appear to possess more 
independence and assertiveness (in cinematic terms) than most normal female roles.” 
He further adds that “Tawaif films are almost certainly not “about” the social 
transformation of actual tawaifs – a non-existent tradition in modern India – or of 
actual prostitutes, but on a less explicit level, they are about gender, gender identities, 
and gender anxieties.” This is evident from majority of courtesan-centric films, where 
the courtesans despite having a strong personality and assertiveness ultimately vie for 
a man’s attention and always end up falling hopelessly in love. Moreover, in some 
cases, the courtesan remains in self-despair and has an identity crisis. Sahibjaan 
(Meena Kumari) of Pakeezah (1972), despite getting a chance to marry the love of her 
life, runs from the marriage after realising that she is ‘impure’ and not dignified 
enough to marry. Chandramukhi of Devdas (1935, 1955 and 2002) also falls in love 
with a man who is already deep in love with another woman. Despite knowing that 
she would never fulfil her romantic aspirations, she is content to care for the alcoholic 
Devdas and has braced herself for unrequited love. For another time, a woman is 
sacrificing herself for the man.  
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From Chandramukhi of Devdas to Umrao Jaan Ada in Umrao Jaan, “the 
courtesan is a totally romantic figure: a beautiful but tragic woman, who pours out her 
grief for the love she is denied in tears, poetry and dance” (Dwyer, 2007).  
Though the courtesan genre narrates the story of a woman, ultimately they adhere 
to a male-centric world-view. According to Bhaskar and Allen (2009), the courtesan 
is a “debased figure catering to patriarchal double standards.” Booth (2007) in a study 
that identified twenty-four courtesan films summarises the portrayal of the courtesan 
The tawaif’s body, on the other hand, is one that has been 
conventionally removed from the control of respectable society and 
family. Some tawaifs are represented as having a high degree of 
independence from any control; others are subject to the control in 
relationships that combine varying degrees of social or hereditary 
kinship, commodification, criminality, and sexual objectification. (p. 7) 
Described as the oldest profession in the world (Flowers, 1998), prostitution 
has been practised in all ancient and modern cultures, from Mesopotamian to the 
Roman civilization (Faraone & McClure, 2008). Men’s paying for sex has been the 
truth of mankind’s culture and history. Equally true is the fact that despite being a part 
of every culture across ages, prostitutes have been ostracized and shunned, often 
forced to live in ghettos that transformed to the modern-day red light areas. Sentenced 
to the lowest rung of societal hierarchy, prostitutes have been condemned 
unequivocally in all religious scriptures, with some of them proscribing the death 
sentence for such women. Prostitutes have also been used to create the ‘good woman-
-bad woman binary’, with many cultures reserving the word (prostitute, slut) for 
women viewed as promiscuous. Many feminist authors view the profession as 
patriarchy’s ultimate control over a woman’s body. While the prostitute is required to 
present her body to men and be ‘available’ all times, she is condemned for doing so. 
Campbell (2006) in Marked Women: Prostitutes and Prostitution in Cinema writes 
that “while marriage is upheld, celebrated—especially idealized whenever social 
forces threaten to undermine it, as in the current phase of late capitalism—prostitution 
is swept under the carpet, hidden away out of sight or quarantined in red-light 
districts.” 
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Hindi cinema has been able to distinguish between courtesans and prostitutes. 
While the courtesan is a product of a particular culture and time (19th century Awadh), 
prostitute is the modern-day incarnation of the dignified courtesan from the past. The 
prostitute in Hindi cinema is never confused about her identity and is showcased as a 
brash and confident woman who is ever willing to sell her body. The prostitute is akin 
to the sirens in Greek mythology, who were beautiful but dangerous creatures who 
lured men (sailors) by their sensuous singing and led the men to shipwreck and 
destruction. Moreover, it was the men who were pained to see the sexual nature of the 
women’s profession and wanted to ‘rescue’ them from degradation and a life without 
monogamy. Chetna (1970) directed by B. R. Ishara is the story of Seema (Rehana 
Sultan) who meets a young and a very shy man called Anil (Anil Dhawan). In one 
telling scene, Seema is shown simultaneously stripping and preparing a drink, 
confirming the assumed debauched nature of a prostitute’s life. It is pertinent to note 
that drinking and smoking are vices that the Hindi film prostitutes always seem to 
have. The actress who has multiple scenes of partial nudity was never able to get 
another meaningful role in films and the film virtually ended her career (“Why Silk 
Smitha”, n.d.). This demonstrates the hypocrisy of the industry that is willing to 
portray the woman in nude for the sake of commercialization but ‘typecasts’ an 
actress in a role and refuses to give her any further work. Despite the actress Rehana 
Sultan winning the National Film Award for Best Actress for Dastak (1970), her 
career ended after she chose to play the role of a prostitute. Chetna has prolonged 
scenes of nudity and the director and the camera makes it sure that the actress is 
captured in as titillating poses as possible. The prostitute in this case is not only for 
the sexual consumption of the male character in the film but has been literally placed 
on a platter for the audience as well, confirming Mulvey’s (1989) exposition of the 
male gaze in visual arts. In one scene, Seema is standing naked; Anil turns her face 
and throws her clothes towards her, signalling that he is not comfortable with her 
nudity. The prostitute in this case is alluring the man towards her and is seen as 
‘corrupting’ the man. As mentioned earlier, the woman as a prostitute acts as the 
mythical Sirens who lure men to their destruction. Later in the story, Seema accepts 
Anil’s proposal and is willing to marry him. only to consume poison in the end and 
ending her life. Unbeknownst to Anil, Seema has become pregnant and does not know 
who the father is. Seema as a prostitute is confident of her profession and never mixes 
her words when it comes to a relationship between a man and a woman. When she 
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accepts the marriage proposal, she suddenly becomes aware of her identity and is 
afraid to join the society. Ostensibly, the film is about rehabilitation of the prostitute, 
her ‘rescue’ from the dungeons of a brothel to the ‘respectable’ society as a wife. But 
the director’s “crude cinematographic treatment of script and visuals diluted the 
seriousness of the film. At best Chetna could be said to have used the prostitute as 
spectacle” (Chatterji, 1998). 
Starring Padmini Kolhapure (Chandra) and Kunal Kapoor (Kunal), Ahista 
Ahista (1981) dwells once again on the subject of rehabilitation of women, though this 
time the rehabilitation is not aimed towards the prostitute but a girl (Chandra) born 
into a family of devdasis. Chandra (Padmini Kolhapure) is born in a brothel. The 
women in the family are overjoyed with the birth of a girl as that means one more 
earning member. While her mother cries at the time of her birth, since she is wary of 
her new-born daughter following the profession of the household. She gets education 
and eventually falls in love with her neighbour Kunal (Kunal Kapoor). It is important 
to note that the escape and redemption that Chandra hopes to get will not come to her 
through education but her prospective marriage to Kunal. Marriage is shown as the 
saviour of a prostitute like in many other prostitute-centric films. Due to the twist of 
events, Chandra is not able to marry Kunal, and is introduced to the world of 
religiously sanctioned prostitution in an elaborate initiation ceremony. Unable to 
marry the love of her life and extremely pained to become a devdasi, Chandra 
commits suicide in the end. “The film highlights the inescapable truth of a devdasi in 
the modern environment for whom, education simply postpones the entry into her 
family trade” (Chatterji, 1998). 
Explaining the portrayal of prostitutes in Hollywood, Campbell (2006) writes 
that  
Predominantly, and unsurprisingly given that the film industry 
internationally has been male dominated, prostitute characters in film 
are creatures of the male imagination. That is, though the characters are 
of course portrayed by women, the roles are usually written and the 
performances directed by men. (Campbell, 2006. p. 5) 
While the male is willing to visit a prostitute or a courtesan for sexual gratification, 
the profession forever remains as a degraded and tainted one. This explains as to why 
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many courtesans and prostitutes portrayed in Hindi cinema prefer a tragic end for 
themselves. A prostitute would never have a happy ending. The filmmaker makes it 
sure to punish her for choosing such a profession. The tragic lives of prostitutes and 
courtesans have been romanticized. The pain and suffering she has to endue are a fait 
accompli. Moreover, time and again Hindi cinema has shown that the only way in 
which the courtesan or the prostitute can get redemption is through marriage. 
Marriage is the ultimate saviour of all women who engage in this profession. While 
many films talk about the supposed rehabilitation of the prostitute, they always end up 
in the objectification of the body of the women. Since sex is the occupation of such 
women, the filmmakers have time and again portrayed them as objects of sexual 
gratification. Even the courtesan films that rarely talk about sex overtly, ensure, 
through clever cinematography and visual techniques, to inform the audience that the 
courtesan in the end is for sexual gratification. Sexual objectification of women 
engaged in sex trade is the dominant theme of almost all such films. Oldenburg 
(1976), an authority on the courtesans of Lucknow, through a series of detailed 
interviews conducted with the courtesans in 1976 onwards, sketches a fascinating 
portrayal of the courtesans in the old city. She writes that courtesans were punished 
by the British “for proven involvement in the siege of Lucknow and the rebellion 
against British rule in 1857.” Not only courtesans helped the rebels of 1857, their 
lives before the rebellion make for an interesting study. Oldenburg (1976) writes that 
the courtesans 
commanded great respect in the court and in society, and association 
with them bestowed prestige on those who were invited to their salons 
for cultural soirées. It was not uncommon for the young sons of the 
nobility to be sent to the best-known salons for instruction in etiquette, 
the art of conversation and polite manners, and the appreciation of Urdu 
literature. (p. 263) 
Oldenburg (1976) further explains:  
In a departure from the conventional perspective on this profession, I 
would argue that these women, even today, are independent, and 
consciously involved in the covert subversion of a male-dominated 
world; they celebrate womanhood in the privacy of their apartments by 
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resisting and inverting the rules of gender of the larger society of 
which they are part. Their way of life is not complicitous with male 
authority; on the contrary, in their own self-perceptions, definitions, 
and descriptions they are engaged in ceaseless and chiefly non-
confrontational resistance to the new regulations and the resultant loss 
of prestige they have suffered since colonial rule began. It would be no 
exaggeration to say that their “life-style” is resistance to rather than a 
perpetuation of patriarchal values. (p. 261) 
Oldenburgs’s explanation of the lives of the courtesans is diametrically opposed to the 
manner in which Hindi cinema has caricatured them. Courtesans have been shown to 
be women forever stricken with love and longing. Often failing to get the love they so 
desired, they are doomed to live a life full of suffering and agony. And their salvation 
always lies with men who would one day come and rescue them from the brothel. 
3.5 Women as rape victims  
Rape is a grave crime that afflicts almost every country in the world, including 
the developed ones. In the year 2014, 11.4 percent of all crimes committed in India 
were against women, with rape being the fifth most common crime (National Crime 
Records Bureau, 2014). With many high-profile rape cases over a period of time, the 
issue of rape has assumed great importance in the national discourse. Media has 
always taken great interest in rapes and the issues surrounding the crime. Films are no 
exception and have tried to depict both the act of rape and its effect on victims.  
While there is no dearth of films related to women issues, films having rape as 
the central motif are fewer in number. Insaaf Ka Tarazu (1980) or the Scales of 
Justice directed by B. R. Chopra is one such film. A dextrous director, Chopra made 
his career depicting love on the big screen takes up the issue of rape in this film 
starring Zeenat Aman as Bharti, the model, and Raj Babbar as Ramesh, the business 
tycoon. Bharti has been crowned Miss India and is a known fashion model who 
regularly goes to photo shoots and events. Bharti is confident of her sexuality and is 
shown as a strong willed and independent woman who is making a name for herself in 
the world of fashion. Ramesh, the business tycoon, is clearly besotted by her and is 
always plotting to make him closer to her. Bharti is already engaged and is oblivious 
to the fact that she is the centre of attraction of the businessman. Ramesh is rebuffed 
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many times unintentionally by Bharti. He takes umbrage to this and one day rapes 
Bharti. While raping, he makes it clear to her that he is doing this in order to take 
revenge of his rejection. He says to her that he has never faced an insult in his life. By 
saying this, he confirms the all too familiar cases of the spurned lover taking revenge 
on a girl prevalent in India. Bharti is adamant for justice and goes to the court, only to 
get her plea rejected by the Judge who is convinced by the arguments of the defence 
lawyer. The defence lawyer’s argument once again unearths the deep malaise that 
runs in our society when it comes to the legal issues surrounding a crime like rape. 
The lawyer shows to the courtroom Bharti’s pictures from various photo sessions and 
explains to the court that a woman who chooses to get herself pictured in such 
revealing clothes is of questionable moral character and her version of events cannot 
be trusted. By questioning her morality, the defence lawyer explains the hidden 
assumptions in our society about women who choose the career of show business and 
modelling. The general belief in the Indian society is that a woman of ‘good family’ 
would never opt for such a career and those who do so are not only promiscuous, 
willing to exchange sex for career advancement, and consequently deserve such fates. 
Additionally, this is also demonstrated that women opting modelling as career should 
not complain when something like molestation or rape happens to them. To add insult 
to the injury, the defence lawyer also makes the victim feels like a criminal as he even 
questions her attempt to bring the case to a court. He raises the issue of the ‘Indian 
Woman’ who according to him should not raise hue and cry if she is raped. She 
“would be overcome with shame and should drown herself” rather than complaining 
about rape.  
In the end, Bharti kills Ramesh after he rapes her sister as well. Again, she 
faces a courtroom. This time, however, she gives an impassioned defence for her 
action and is set free by the court. Bharti has been victimised once and she is not 
willing to be a victim once again and takes the rein in her own hands by choosing to 
defend herself rather than hiring a lawyer. 
The importance of IKT lies in the fact that perhaps never before has 
there been such an overtly aggressive female protagonist, who not 
only physically liquidates her tormentor, but also in a clever display 
of semantics, redraws the terrain so that the accused becomes the 
accuser and the judge is accused. (Kazmi, 2010, p. 234) 
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The film’s importance also lies in the fact that it was released at the time when several 
sensational cases of rape were making the headlines across the nation including the 
Mathura rape case of 1972, Rameeza Bi’s case of 1978 and Maya Tyagi’s rape in 
1980. Though there are strong plot similarities between Insaaf ka Tarazu and 
Hollywood’s Lipstick (1976), the film was perhaps the story writer’s and director’s 
way of telling that not all women are willing to suffer silently and that some are ready 
to take action as well. Chatterji (1998) espouses a different point of view, according to 
her reading of the film, the film pretended to portray the evils of rape but due to the 
powerful audio-visual effects of cinema managed to produce just the opposite effect. 
The visual grammar employed by the director actually ends up playing up to the 
sexual fantasies of the male audience. She further criticises the choreography of the 
rape scenes in the films that are portrayed in an erotic manner. The scenes could have 
been shot in many other ways, doing away with the unnecessary titillation and the 
building up of sexual crescendo. 
From a feminist film theory’s point of view, the drawback in the film is that in 
the end when Bharti is criticizing the system and defending her action, she says that 
each time a woman is violated a place of worship is desecrated. The juxtaposition of 
the scene with visuals of temples and mosques is similar to the demands of the Indian 
society. The filmmaker manages to compare a woman with a deity and a place of 
worship and the film “falls into the trap of rejecting rape not because it is a uniquely 
perverse assertion of men’s power but because women, the victims, are likened to 
religious shrines” (Virdi, 2003).  
Ghar (1978), directed by Manik Chatterji, deals with the relationship between 
a husband and a wife who had to face an ‘unfortunate’ incident, namely the rape of 
the wife and its aftermath on their married life. While returning from a late night 
movie, the married couple, the husband played by Vinod Mehra and the wife by 
Rekha, are waylaid by goons and the wife is gang raped by the criminals. As 
compared to Insaaf Ka Tarazu, Ghar does not portray rape in an erotic manner and 
keeps it subtle. The incident makes headlines and is subjected to discussion by 
politicians and administration. All this unwanted attention and the traumatised 
feelings Aarti (Rekha) has to bear makes her life unbearable. The film is one of the 
first depictions of the effects of rape on marriage, a taboo subject.  “At its core, 
“Ghar” is about the plight of a rape victim and her spouse, the vicissitudes of their 
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life, their very personal agony played out in public” (Salam, 2014). The film was a 
box office flop. Chatterji (1998) interprets the failure as the film lacking rape visuals 
and eroticisation of rape. Audience according to her are less interested in the subtle 
and psychological treatment of rape and more interested in visuals.  
In her 1989 seminal essay, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, renowned 
feminist scholar Laura Mulvey elucidated the concept of ‘Male Gaze’ in cinema. 
Employing the art of psychoanalysis on films, she dissects the role of films as a 
medium providing visual pleasure to both the characters and the audience. Quoting 
Sigmund Freud generously, Mulvey explains that cinema “offers a number of possible 
pleasures” and satisfies a “primordial wish for pleasurable looking.” Writing about the 
portrayal of women on screen, she explains that “In their traditional exhibitionist role 
women are looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and 
erotic impact, so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.” Applying the 
know-how of Mulvey on Hindi rape-centric films, one comes to the conclusion that 
while men who rape are often punished by the women themselves (rape-revenge 
genre) and are portrayed as evil, when it comes to the depiction of rape the filmmaker 
and the scriptwriter have time and again failed to do justice to the filming of the 
scenes. Though many films are aimed at condemning rape and showing it as an evil, 
perverse act, filmmakers end up sexing up the rape scenes – making it look more 
sexual and erotic. Rape scenes are choreographed to create a sexual crescendo and 
often employ clever visual techniques to suggest the invisible. For instance, in Insaaf 
ka Tarazu (1980), in the first rape scene, while Ramesh (Raj Babbar) is raping Bharti 
(Zeenat Aman), the scene is juxtaposed with visuals of nude paintings on the wall, 
giving audience a cue to pleasurably imagine the rape victim in the nude, since only 
limited nudity is allowed by the film certification board. While the film ends with 
punishing the rapist and the victims are avenged, one needs to critically examine as to 
why the rape scenes were unnecessarily eroticised. Gulzar et al. (2003) write that “the 
phenomenon of rape has been used in Hindi films often as a means of bringing 
sensual excitement and action to the script almost making a mockery of one of the 
worst and most heinous crimes perpetrated against women in real life.” The statement 
stands corrected because even in the films where rape is a central plot device the story 
writer has often ended up using the rape visuals to create sexual excitement. 
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Rani Mukherjee’s debut Raja Ki Aayegi Baraat (1997) narrates the story of 
Mala (Rani Mukherjee) who gets raped as a revenge by Raj (Shadaab Khan). Raj 
sexually assaults her in order to teach her a ‘lesson’ after she ends the marriage of his 
friend who has cheated on Mala’s friend. Almost all rape-centric films have 
courtroom scenes and this film is no exception; however, in this case, the judge in 
order to ‘punish’ the rapist delivers a strange judgement. He orders the rapist to marry 
the victim in 24 hours. The rapist family makes several attempt to kill Mala, but are 
not able to do so and ultimately they are married.  
The film’s name translates to ‘My King Will Arrive’ and is an allusion to the 
apparent desire of women, especially Indian women to marry a handsome prince who 
will not only sweep them off their feet but their marriage will also be dream-like. 
Translating the desire of Indian women to marry a prince charming to perverse levels, 
the film makers thought that it is prudent to include a dream sequence song where the 
rape victim imagines her rapist as her future husband. Not only the victim has 
forgiven her rapist in a short period of time, she is ready to accept him as her husband 
and in fantasy sequence she envisages her assailant as the prince charming. It is 
important to note that in the beginning of the film Mala comes off as a strong 
character and in order to help her friend whose lover has left her and is marrying 
another woman she confronts the wedding party and in the verbal confrontation that 
ensues she says that “a woman doesn’t need the aid of a man”.  After the rape when 
her defence lawyer reminds her that a rape case is a messy affair and she has to 
recount all the grisly details of the sexual assault in the courtroom again, Mala is 
defiant and says that she wants justice and is ready to do everything in order to punish 
the rapist. Moreover, she says that she is proud to be a woman and is capable of 
carrying and nurturing her own life. In the courtroom, the lawyer of the accused 
intends to prove that there was no rape and whatever happened was due to consent. 
However, Mala in a fierce monologue takes everybody to task: the lawyer, the judge 
and the society. She asks the court as to why the court is biased towards the accused 
and why is it necessary to invoke the details of the rape publicly. Her defiant and 
fierce character is transformed miraculously after her marriage and she is transmuted 
into the wives of earlier Hindi films, always acquiescing and subservient to her 
husband and in-laws. The filmmakers do not bother to explain the unexplained 
transformation. Mala is repeatedly belittled and harassed by her husband’s family. 
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She remains stoic and takes all the harassment with poise. Once again, the question 
remains as to why the woman who was earlier adamant for justice has accepted the 
verdict of her marriage to her rapist and is willing to live with him. 
Writing about the representation of rape in Rape and Representation, Higgins 
and Silver (1999) explain that rape is used both as a structuring device and as an 
illusion, 
an obsessive inscription - and an obsessive erasure - of sexual 
violence against women (and by those placed by society in the 
position of 'woman’) .... Over and over. rape exists as an absence or 
gap that is both product and source of textual anxiety, contradiction, 
or censorship. (Higgins & Silver, 1999 cited in Virdi, 1999) 
The incidence of sexual violence against women is greater in societies that 
have male-dominated ideologies and a history of violence, as is the case in India 
(Burt, 1980; Check & Malamuth, 1985; Linz & Malamuth, 1993, cited in 
Ramasubramanian and Oliver, 2003). Because of films being the dominating form of 
entertainment in India, and the sheer size and the penetration of the film industry, the 
portrayal of both the rape and its victims is a troublesome issue. In this regard, the 
effect of cinema in creating impressions in young minds cannot be underestimated. 
Researchers in the North American context have found that children and adolescents 
use media narratives (especially teen magazines and prime-time television programs) 
as sexual scripts for earning about dominant norms concerning gender, love, and 
sexuality (Carpenter, 1998; Ward, 1995; Wood, 2001; Pardun, 2002; Wood, Senn, 
Desmarais, Park, & Verberg, 2002 cited in Ramasubramanian and Oliver, 2003).  
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This chapter presents the portrayal of women characters from the selected 
films. First, the present chapter will analyse two films, Mr. & Mrs. 55 (1955) and 
Mother India (1957), selected from the period of 1950 to 1960. The subsequent 
sections will then present the analysis from selected films of 1970 to 2000. 
4.1 Analysis of selected films from 1950 to 1960 
After a long and bitter freedom struggle, India achieved independence in 1947. 
India of 1947 was about hope, future and dreams. There was much to achieve – 
wounds to heal and progress to make. The optimism of the era embodied by the first 
prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru (who served from 1947 to 1964), led to a revitalized 
Hindi cinema. Much like the country that yearned to leave the old times and enter the 
era of growth and development, the Hindi cinema also did its utmost to balance 
entertainment with social commentary. 
During the fifties, India was facing a lot of social, political, financial and 
religious challenges. “The British had left behind an inimical legacy – a country 
divided along class, caste and religious lines, and living in desperate poverty. The 
wounds of partition were still raw” (Somaaya et al., 2012).  Films made in this era 
were showing not only what existed in the society but also how the society could get 
rid of these social evils. The period was marred both by uncertainty and hope, and 
India was simultaneously trying to build a new identity and discard its colonial past. 
The people believed that in an independent India, old promises would be fulfilled and 
new changes will bring about prosperity, equality and a better life for the common 
people.  
Cinema of this period took socially relevant subject in films, such as Bimal 
Roy’s Do Bigha Zameen (1953), Sujata (1959), Mehboob Khan’s Mother India 
(1957), Raj Kopoor’s Awaara (1951) and Shree 420 (1955) and Guru Dutt’s Pyaasa 
(1957). These films took social theme as a plot of the film and weaved the entire story 
around it, and finally proffered a solution in the climax, hence crafting their own 
imagined India through their films.  
The oft-quoted adage, “Cinema is the mirror of society,” applies aptly to the 
era after Independence. Indian cinema often depicted the Indian society that has 
changed drastically since the last 60 years. Whether it was the landlord era of early 
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1940s or the abolishment of various social evils and obstacles, cinema in a way 
projected the growth of a great nation. After independence, cinema was depicting the 
society of that era.  
Hindi cinema of this era tried to capture the spirit of the times, to liberate the 
society of the ills prevailing at the time, to be a part of the new social awakening. The 
mythological films of pre-independence era became history and renewed attempts at 
combining entertainment and social relevance in the cinema continued even after 
Independence. Although the censor board created during the British period remained, 
movie makers now enjoyed greater liberty in making political and social films than 
they had in pre-independence era. Technically, the world of cinema had advanced 
quite a bit and this was reflected in Indian cinema too. The story tellers active during 
this phase displayed an acute awareness of the changes taking place in world cinema. 
Combined with this were optimism, determination and a resolve to do something 
entirely different. Satyajit Ray, Bimal Roy, Guru Dutt, Raj Kapoor and Mehboob 
Khan were the main movie makers of the post-independence period who based their 
cinema on social pragmatism, aesthetic intricacy and healthy entertainment. 
The beginning of this decade witnessed significant developments related to 
cinema in India, such as the establishment of Central Board of Film Censors in 1951 
and the formation of Film Federation of India in the same year (Somaaya et al., 2012). 
The fifties also saw the slow crumbling of the studio systems of the past and the 
establishment of Mumbai (then Bombay) as the centre for film production.  The finest 
of directors and actors populated this era and their combined work has resulted in 
referring to the fifties as the golden age of Hindi cinema. 
4.1.1 Mr. & Mrs. 55 (1955), Directed by Guru Dutt 
Guru Dutt is not only known as a fine actor of his generation, but also holds the 
reputation of a refined director. Known for his cinematographic techniques, clever use 
of shadows and silhouettes, Dutt has left a lasting legacy in Hindi cinema.  Two of his 
directed movies – Pyaasa (1957) and Kaagaz Ke Phool (1959) – have been listed in 
the Time magazine’s ‘All-Time 100 Best Movies” (Corlis, 2010). Two of his works, 
Mr. & Mrs. 55 (1955) and Pyaasa (1957), narrate the issue of unemployment and 
youth’s disenchantment with the newly independent India.  The disillusionment with 
the new born country is best captured in Pyaasa, where attired in tattered clothing and 
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visibly drunk, the character of Vijay (Guru Dutt) roams in the lanes of a red light area 
and sings one of the immortal songs of Hindi cinema: ‘Kahan hain, kahan hain 
muhafiz khudi ke, Jinhen naaz hai hind par woh kahan hain’. The song roughly 
translates as ‘where, o where are the preservers of pride! those who’re proud of the 
India, where are they?’ 
Set in the Bombay of 1950s, Mr. & Mrs. 55 can be classified as a socially 
critical comedy. The film narrates the story of an unsuccessful cartoonist Preetam 
(Guru Dutt), who is looking for a job and his attempts at finding a livelihood are in 
vain, he lives at a rented accommodation with his friend Johnny (played by Johnny 
Lever) and is dependent on him for his day to day expenses. Preetam meets Anita 
(Madhubala) at a tennis match. Anita is a wealthy and westernized woman who lives 
under the strict control of her martinet aunt (Lalita Pawar). The aunt not only controls 
every aspect of Anita but is also shown as a feminist activist who is apparently 
fighting for women’s rights. Anita’s home is a meeting point of likeminded women 
who all are caricatured as misandrists. The film’s plot picks up pace when it is 
revealed that Anita’s father has left a large fortune for her. The fortune comes with a 
caveat that Anita must marry within a month after her twentieth birthday.  This puts 
her aunt, who is against men and marriage, in a fix. Seeta Devi, the aunt engineers a 
sham marriage between Anita and Preetam, where a financially broke Preetam will 
receive money in lieu of her marriage with Anita. However, Preetam has to divorce 
Anita whenever the aunt decrees. Initially, Preetam refuses, citing reasons of self-
respect, but as soon as he discovers that Anita is the same beautiful woman he met at 
a tennis match he readily agrees, clearly besotted by her beauty. Anita and Preetam 
are married at the office of the marriage registrar and part their ways. Soon after the 
marriage, Preetam discovers that he indeed loves her and tries to convince her of his 
feelings. Anita, however, is disgusted by a man who agreed to sell himself. In order to 
convince Anita that he truly loves her, he engineers a kidnapping-like situation and 
takes her to his village. At this time, it is revealed that Preetam comes from a village. 
No other character from his rural home is introduced except his sister-in-law. The 
sister-in-law is portrayed as a simple woman from village whose sole salvation in life 
lies in household chores and married life. The meeting between Anita and the sister-
in-law convinces Anita that she too wants to be married and is interested in a blissful 
married life. The romantic interlude is interrupted by the aunt who comes to take 
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away Anita and asks Preetam for the divorce, as agreed before the marriage. Preetam 
wants to continue with the marriage but the aunt reminds him harshly of the 
agreement and takes Preetam to the court. The divorce trial becomes the talk of the 
town and attracts a lot of media attention. The case, however, clearly is going in the 
aunt’s favour. The judge adjourns the court for one day. Frustrated by the humiliation 
Preetam receives in the court, he decides to leave the city. Meanwhile, Anita has 
decided that she really loves Preetam and rushes to the airport. The film ends with the 
happy couple leaving the airport.  
While the film has been made as a comedy, it clearly leaves several messages. 
The caricaturing of the women who fight for women’s rights is the first one. The film 
opens with a newspaper hawker announcing the news related to a divorce bill. The 
scene cuts to an excited Anita Devi who gives a monologue on how the society has 
been ruled by men and how the right to divorce is an essential right of every woman. 
While Anita Devi is busy delivering the lecture on women’s rights, the scene is 
juxtaposed with shots of other women who have come to attend the meeting. The 
other women in the meeting are busy discussing various home treatments for beauty. 
While the director has attempted to create humour by showing women talking about 
their rights and beauty treatments simultaneously, it actually appears an attempt to 
trivialize and belittle women fighting for their rights. It is pertinent to note that the 
Hindu Code bill was discussed and passed in the same decade the film was released. 
As Majumdar (2003) notes  
Posters advertising ‘Mr And Mrs 55’, a popular Hindi film released in 
1955, starkly captured contemporary perceptions on the role of women 
in the years immediately following the independence of India. 1955-56 
are memorable years in the annals of an Indian ‘modernity’ as sections 
of the famous Hindu Code Bill…were codified as law during this time. 
(p. 2130)  
Further, Majumdar (2003) explains the poster of the film. One part of the poster 
showed the hero buckling the actress’s shows while she is attired in western style 
clothing.  The other side, has the same actress clad demurely in saree, at the hero’s 
feet.  
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The film, in order to establish Anita as a ‘modern’ woman uses her sartorial 
style. In the scene where she is introduced to the audience, she is wearing shorts. The 
setting too is important, as she is watching a tennis match. The implication being as a 
‘westernized’ woman she takes interest in sports. While Anita cares for her future 
husband and is at the same time vehemently opposed to the idea of somebody 
marrying her in return of money, her aunt, who is the vamp of the story, explains to 
her that a caring husband is not important, what matters is the money she will get after 
the divorce. Anita’s aunt, the feminist activist, has been bestowed with all the 
negative characteristics the filmmakers could muster. The aunt is not only a heartless 
and a materialistic woman, she also hates all men and expects her niece (Anita) to be 
the same. The director simply affirmed the prejudices that even existed in 1950s with 
respect to the nascent feminist movement in India that all women fighting for their 
rights are cold-hearted, cruel and money-minded women who are against the idea of 
marriage and whose sole purpose in life is to belittle and torment men. 
Anita continually derides Preetam for accepting money for the sham marriage, 
the great transformation in Anita comes when she meets the sister-in-law of Preetam. 
It is the character of the sister-in-law (Kumkum) who appears in the last hour of the 
film that has been created to manufacture contrast with Anita. While Anita has been 
kept in an urban setting, the sister-in-law has been placed in a rural one. In the first 
scene when the two women meet, Kumkum says to Anita ‘what other wealth could a 
woman want then her own home?’ The message here is clear and explicit, while Anita 
– the modern and westernized woman is after material wealth, the sister-in-law, a 
simple rustic woman, considers her husband to be her greatest ‘wealth’. To create a 
‘westernized’ Anita and a ‘rural’ sister-in-law, the director as mentioned earlier, 
resorts to clothes. Anita is usually wearing the ‘modern’ clothes of the era, the sister-
in-law is demurely clad in a saree. Mr. & Mrs. 55 not only creates a western versus 
Indian ideals dichotomy but also creates a rich versus poor binary. This is evident 
from many dialogue exchanges between Preetam and Seeta Devi and in also in a 
dialogue exchange between Preetam and his sister-in-law. She contrasts the poor 
people as having ‘goodness and character’ while the rich people, according to her, are 
simply rich and lack such virtues.  
Anita, a woman who enjoys socializing and sports, is suddenly impressed 
when she observes Pretam’s sister-in-law doing various household tasks. In one scene 
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while the sister-in-law is involved in doing chores, Anita asks her to try the work and 
says that only through practice will she learn to maintain a household. The film does 
not offer any tangible explanation as to why the woman of a city who does not know a 
thing about housekeeping is suddenly interested in tedious works being done by a 
rural woman. The only explanation is the existence of the character of the sister-in-
law who has been manufactured to create a portrayal of the ‘perfect’ wife and the 
‘perfect’ mother. The dialogue exchange between Anita and the Kumkum is important 
to understand the filmmaker’s attempt to create the image of the ‘perfect’ woman. 
Explaining the virtues of a home inhabited by the workaholic wife, Kumkum explains 
to Anita that a housewife does not get tired by the work she does, instead she, the 
housewife, ‘finds peace in the housework’. When Anita enquires about her health 
after having three children in four years and says that a ‘woman loses her freedom’ 
giving birth to one child after another, the sister-in-law quickly retorts: ‘a woman who 
considers her children a burden, how can she be called a woman!’ While Anita is 
asking all the pertinent questions about marriage, the sister-in-law affirms the belief 
that the primary role of a mother in a household is fecundity and reproduction. 
Raising the issue of domestic violence, Anita asks a personal question: ‘does your 
husband ever hit you? Kumkum replies in affirmation and adds, ‘after all he loves me 
so sincerely’. In order to further justify the beating she may have suffered at the hands 
of her husband, she provides an analogy: ‘when you eat rice, some time you come 
across little stones, that does not mean you stop eating it’. Immediately after the 
exchange of dialogues between the sister-in-law and Anita, a romantic song ensues. 
The song is the representation of Anita’s final confirmation of her feelings towards 
Preetam. The message is clear: whatever doubts the city-bred Anita had about 
marriage, have evaporated after seeing the virtues of being a wife and a prospective 
mother. She is now ready to commit herself to romance and a future marriage.  
The film defines two kinds of women – first represented by Anita and her aunt 
are the ones who live in a city and have all the amenities and comforts and the second 
represented by the sister-in-law, living in a village and only interested in household 
chores.  The city-bred women are portrayed in the film as educated who socialize and 
do all the things that is expected from a ‘modern’ woman. This is not only reflected in 
their demeanour but also in the clothes they wear. While these women may fight for 
women’s rights, in reality they hate men and are opposed to marriage. Moreover, they 
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are only interested in materialistic things and do not possess a ‘strong character’. 
These women, as put by Preetam in an exchange with Seeta Devi, think that a ‘a 
husband is wife’s slave’. The second type of women are symbolized by Preetam’s 
sister-in-law. These women are selfless and think only of their husband and children. 
They do not complain about heavy household chores and are content with whatever 
they have. Moreover, they are perfectly fine with any domestic violence they may 
have to face. They exist for men and are defined by men. They do not possess any 
identity except that of a wife or a mother.  
Mr. & Mrs. 55 may be remembered as a light-hearted comedy but ultimately 
the film is about the clash between the women as defined by the society and the 
women who are deemed to be ‘western’ and ‘modern’. It is the ‘traditional’ woman 
symbolized by Preetam’s sister-in-law who wins, and the ‘modern’ woman as 
depicted by Anita who loses her identity and ultimately becomes the woman who is 
content with being a wife as defined by society.  
4.1.2 Mother India (1957), Directed by Mehboob Khan  
Written and directed by Mehboob Khan and starring Nargis, Sunil Dutt, 
Rajendra Kumar and Raj Kumar, Mother India’s status, writes Thomas (1989), “in 
Indian cinema mythology and popular consciousness is legendary.” Considered as a 
descendent of Mehboob Khan’s earlier film Aurat (1940), Mother India is considered 
as an iconic and important film of Hindi cinema and is India’s first submission to 
Academy Awards in 1958 in the best Foreign Language Film Category. The film is 
not only renowned in Indian film industry but also abroad:  
Mother India, in fact, has had considerable acclaim from Western 
audiences over the years—probably more than any other mainstream 
Indian film. It received an Oscar nomination in 1958, patronizing but 
generally favorable reviews at its London release in 1961, and a flood 
of enthusiastic letters following its first transmission on British 
television in 1983. (Thomas, 1989, p. 1) 
Based in rural India as a metaphor of an independent nation rising on its own after the 
collapse of the British Empire, the film starts with visuals of an old Radha (Nargis) 
sitting in a field. The scene continues with a dam being constructed and ends with 
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Radha being called by a group of villagers to inaugurate a water canal, while tractors 
and other agricultural implements are shown in the background. The scene is 
complemented with a song that praises ‘Mother Earth’. The necessity of dams as 
articulated by Jawahar Lal Nehru and the intense desire of the country to become self-
dependent in food grains production during the early years of India are themes that are 
subtly hinted in the opening scene.  
The film is essentially the story of a poor peasant woman, Radha, and the 
misfortunes that befall her and her family after Radha’s mother-in-law takes loan 
from the village money lender for her son’s marriage. As it often happens in plots 
involving loans and debts, the conditions of the loans are disputed, and Radha and 
Shamu (Raj Kumar) are forced to sell a portion of their yield as interest per year. The 
family is forced into penury and the situation is exacerbated after Shamu meets an 
accident while working on the barren lands, losing both his hands. Unable to live with 
the humiliation of a dependent living, Shamu one day leaves the family and 
disappears. The filmmakers continue to torment Radha by introducing one misfortune 
after the other. While Radha is coping with the unfortunate departure of his husband, 
her youngest son and mother-in-law die, leaving her stricken with grief and pain. 
Adding to Radha’s misfortunes, the village is struck with a severe storm and floods 
that destroy houses and the harvest. The villagers are traumatized by the losses and 
decide to migrate. Radha passionately pleas the villagers to stop leaving. This 
persuades the villagers to stay and rebuild the village. Death is not done with Radha’s 
family and she loses her fourth son to the storm and confusion that ensues. 
Meanwhile, the village money lender tries to take advantage of Radha’s situation and 
offers her food and money in exchange of sexual favours. Radha is aghast at the crude 
proposition and vehemently refuses the offer. At this point, the film takes a time leap. 
Radha’s son Birju (Sunil Dutt) and Ramu (Rajendra Kumar) have grown up and the 
younger of the two brothers, that is Birju, embittered since childhood has become 
aggressive and often confronts the cunning and devious money lender who is still 
getting the interest from the loan. Birju is suspicious of the money lender’s account 
keeping and asks for the ledgers, but is unable to read since he is illiterate. Frustrated 
by his inability to get back her mother’s bangle from the money lender that were 
pawned years ago, he tries to steal them. Birju, after the attempted theft is beaten and 
chased by the villagers. Birju steals a gun and attempts to kill the money lender but 
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his attempts are thwarted. He leaves the village after a long scene of fights, fire and 
chaos, only to return as a bandit. The bandit Birju has threatened to kidnap the money 
lender’s daughter. He returns to the village and takes his revenge by killing the cruel 
money lender and burning his ledger accounts. He proceeds to abduct his daughter 
and is stopped by his elder brother Ramu. In the fight that ensues, Birju succeeds in 
capturing the daughter who pleas to Radha to stop Birju. Radha, in the climax of the 
film kills Birju, thereby saving the daughter whom she has declared to be the ‘honour’ 
of the village. The film ends with Radha being asked by the villagers to inaugurate the 
canal. 
The film primarily categorizes Radha in two roles, that of a wife and a mother. 
These are arguably the most important roles that Hindi cinema bestows upon women, 
time and again. When a young and beautiful Radha enters the home of her husband, 
she is bedecked with jewels and red clothes, symbolizing a newly married woman. At 
the first meeting of the husband and the wife, Radha falls at the feet of her husband. 
Radha’s prostration symbolizes the adulation that married women are supposed to 
have for their husbands. It also acts as a cue for all married women that the husband is 
equivalent to ‘pati-parmeshwar’, which literally translates to ‘husband-god’. The 
husband, in other words, is a demi-god to be worshiped and revered at all times. The 
wife happy at the feet of her husband became a recurring theme in the portrayal of 
wives in the Hindi films of the future. The film begins by showing Radha as a married 
woman, making no mention of her previous life or home. As Kazmi (2010) explains, 
“Radha’s identity is etched out only in relation to her husband (Raj Kumar). With no 
history, and with all past markers erased, she is indexed as just a ‘wife’.” 
Radha’s portrayal as a mother has been infused with traits that Hindi cinema 
would time and again use in the construction of the archetype mother, namely an 
absolutely altruistic behaviour, and sacrificing nature.  
The image of an anguished Nargis literally crucified on the cross of 
Indian virtue turned into a yoke that female characters in Hindi films 
had to bear for decades. Sadly, Mother India has been less attractive 
as the Survivor than as the Sacrificing Woman. After Mehboob 
Khan’s blockbuster, the saleability of anguished motherhood 
resulted in shallow clones where the mother’s courage and survival 
instincts were watered down. (Somaaya et al., 2012, p. 20) 
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Also, in a relatively short time, Radha is shown with three young children, 
reiterating the belief that the primary role of the bride is procreation and the extension 
of the family. Traditionally, procreation and service are considered as the two most 
important characteristics of an Indian marriage (Bumiller, 1991). Another important 
observation from the film is that Radha has no daughters. The woman who has been 
honoured with the title of ‘Mother India’- an ‘icon’, and an example for the future 
mothers of Hindi cinema does not have a single daughter. A mother can only be a 
mother to her sons, not to her daughters. The birth of a daughter in the family of 
Radha and Shamu would not fit in the narrative of the ‘ideal mother’ who is the 
embodiment of the mother imagined in the Indian tradition and culture. Moreover, as 
discussed in this work previously, the mother is invariably depicted with relation to 
her son, while fathers are reserved for their relation to daughters. 
In a telling scene, Radha is shown cradling her new born, while the rest of the 
family eats. Nobody asks Radha to eat or even care as to how much food is left. This 
seems important considering the family is portrayed to be living under limited means 
and food. When everybody departs, Radha begins her meal, only to be stopped by her 
children who are still hungry, and proceeds to finish what is left of the food. The film 
imparts the message that it is ‘normal’ for a mother to forsake food for her children. 
The husband, however, is never shown to have this obligation. Clearly, the husband 
could also have done so. It is a long-standing tradition in Indian families and the 
families of Indian subcontinent that the women of the family, especially the young 
women, eat separately and eat last (Khondker, 1996 cited in Sugden et al., 2014; 
“Women eat last”, n.d.). While a woman in a household is expected to do all the 
chores, her health is not a concern for other family members. In a study conducted on 
the rural women of Maharashtra, titled ‘Why are rural Indian women so thin? 
Findings from a village in Maharashtra’, the authors (Chorghade, Barker, Kanade & 
Fall, 2006) concluded that a combination of reasons, namely isolation of the young 
women from their families, expectations of early motherhood, an increased workload, 
responsibility for the heaviest household chores, a feeling of responsibility for the 
family, are responsible for the ill health of the young woman and young brides.  
Throughout the film, Radha has been characterized as the ‘ideal’ and an 
obedient wife who is even physically assaulted by her husband. Although her husband 
is of loving and caring nature, in a moment of rage caused by the poverty-like 
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situation in the family, he beats his wife who does not even protest. The assault is 
almost invisible in the plot and makes no addition to the story line. Jejeebhoy (1998) 
writing about the widespread phenomenon of wife beating in India comments that “In 
most of India, both north and south, and among both Hindus and Muslims, the family 
is patriarchal, patrilocal and patrilineal” and women in these regions are “defined as 
inferior: husbands are assumed to ‘own’ women, and have the right to dominate them, 
including through the use of force. Domestic violence is thus deeply embedded in 
patriarchal norms and attitudes about gender relation in India”. It is important to note 
that Radha is not only beaten by her husband but also by her son Birju. The physical 
assault on Radha by her husband and her son is taken for granted and has almost no 
bearing on the plot, suggesting that it is ‘normal’ for a woman, both as a wife and as a 
mother to be at the receiving end of physical violence.  
Due to the pernicious activities of the landlord cum money lender, the family 
is forced to work on barren fields. Radha provides full support to her husband and 
works besides him in clearing the fields. There are multiple shots of Radha working 
like a labourer drenched in sweat – a stark departure from the coy and delicate bride 
that once entered the household. In the film we find  
Radha constructed though a number of partial and, at times, 
conflicting representations that refer to a spectrum of archetypes of 
ideal femininity in Indian culture, and the figure appears to operate 
as a terrain on which a notion of "the ideal Indian woman" is 
negotiated. (Thomas, 1999, p.16) 
Radha begins her day with extremely hard work in the fields, followed by household 
chores and preparing of meals for her husband and kids, and finally massaging the 
legs of her husband. Despite being equally tired, she simply slumps into sleep while 
sitting at the feet of her husband. Radha is shown as the selfless woman whose sole 
purpose in life is to serve her husband and children. After the departure of her 
husband, Radha takes up full responsibility of the household including toiling on the 
fields. We again see multiple shots of Radha engaged in back-breaking work, albeit 
this time her children are also involved. As soon as Radha’s husband leaves, her role 
of a wife comes to end and she transitions to that of a mother.  
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One of the most important scenes in the film is when Radha shoots and kills 
her son Birju. The reason cited in the film is that Birju kidnapped the money lender’s 
daughter and the daughter has been declared to be the ‘honour’ of the entire village by 
Radha. In the final scene, Radha threatens Birju with death if he does not release the 
daughter, to which Birju replies “you cannot kill me, you are my mother.” Radha’s 
reply is affirmation of her status as the mother of the entire village and that of a 
nation, and she says “I am a woman.” Virdi (2003) explains Radha’s action: “Mother 
India offers a spectacular twist on the traditional mother-son narrative, offering up a 
figure who is at once a sacrificing mother and a phallic annihilator”. 
While Radha’s entire life was spent sacrificing and suffering one misfortune 
after another, in the end we see her being called by the villagers to inaugurate the 
village canal.   “The suffering woman is held up as a model of womanhood – idolized, 
honored and decorated. In a fantastic and wholly fabricated gesture, the films have the 
son/state recognize the mother’s martyrdom, making her sacrifices “worth it” (Virdi, 
2003). The invitation by the villagers is the recognition Radha gets as ‘Mother India’; 
it is the result of countless sacrifices. Her life has been an endless ordeal. As a prize of 
this, she gets to be crowned with the title of ‘Mother India’. Radha’s trials and 
tribulations have been glorified and exalted. She has been created to pay homage to 
the ‘mother’ imagined in India, mainly Hindu religious texts. While India has a long 
and rich tradition of celebrating the mother both in literature and religion, it does not 
actually result in the empowerment of the woman as a mother. As Krishnaraj (2010) 
mentions in Motherhood in India: Glorification Without Empowerment?, women are 
seduced by ideology to accept motherhood as an essential part of their lives, and the 
“normative glorification of motherhood in Indian religious traditions, poetry and 
prose rarely translates itself into reality in the lives of the mothers.” 
4.2 Analysis of selected films from 1960 to 1970 
While filmmakers were experimenting with colour as early as the 1930s, it 
was in 1960s that colour arrived on cinema screen earnestly. The arrival of colour 
breathed new life in the song and dance routines Bollywood is so fond of. They 
became more lively and vibrant. If the 1950s were remembered for the socially 
conscious films, the 1960s gave one romantic film after another. Though the 
filmmakers made films on diverse subjects, “by far the sixties will be remembered as 
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the decade of the romantic musicals – love stories set in exotic hill stations and set to 
scintillating music” (Somaaya et al., 2012). The relationship between man and woman 
became the central focus of this era. The nation-building narratives of the past were 
gone and the decade “saw the upbeat, optimistic mood of a new generation of 
Indians” (Somaaya et al., 2012). 
This decade was influenced by the western culture and hence the cinema of 
this phase had a westernized touch in visual treatment. The hero was mostly foreign 
return rich gentleman, clad in suites, who came back to his country after receiving 
higher education, a trend which was later followed by many directors in their films, 
and is still very much popular. In the films of 1950s, the woman acted as the 
conscience of the man, his saviour and his archangel. Female characters of sixties 
relatively came out of the boundaries set by society and culture,  
with the onset of the sixties, there seems to be a sudden inversion of 
identities, with women daring to break free from the straightjacket 
confines of socially prescribed ‘normal’ behavior. It is this 
‘abnormality’ in their character traits which triggers off process that 
threaten to dismantle the carefully built institutional foundations. 
(Kazmi, 2010, p. 144) 
Due to the vast number of films made every year, it is difficult to typecast 
Hindi cinema in terms of decades; however, apart from concentrating on romantic 
musicals, the 1960s “films were often unashamedly upper-middle class, and showed 
the luxury of plush living rooms with grand pianos, richly upholstered sofas and 
carpets, fancy cradle telephones, clubs and parties, dancing, picnics and hill stations” 
(Gooptul, 2012). This era also gave the Indian audience their own Elvis Presley, 
Shammi Kapoor, whose gymnast antics in songs will always be remembered. 
Hollywood had a profound influence on Hindi films in this time period, and actors 
such as Dev Anand were known to be influenced by Hollywood stars.  
The films of this era can be classified as pure ‘entertainers’. However, they 
were not without a subtext. This was a time when Nehruvian optimism gave way for 
the harsh realities of a struggling nation. Though films were yet to depict the popular 
discontent of the 1970s, the films created a fantasy land for the lay audience who 
revealed in the visual beauty provided on screen. Films made in this phase took the 
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audience away from the dry and harsh realities of village life to the glamorous life of 
the cities. The cosmopolitanism of the future decades, especially of the post 2000 era, 
took root in this time.  
4.2.1 Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (The Master, The Wife and the Slave, 1962) 
directed by Abrar Alvi 
Directed by the noted screen writer Abrar Alvi, Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam is an 
adaptation of Bimal Mitra’s Bengali novel Saheb Bibi Golam.  The film was a huge 
success at the box office and won four Filmfare Awards, including Best Movie award, 
and was nominated for the Golden Bear at the 13th Berlin International Film Festival, 
and was chosen as India’s official entry to the Oscars. The black and white 
masterpiece is also considered as actress Mena Kumari’s one of the finest works. The 
film is still viewed as a Bollywood benchmark of brilliant scripting and hypnotic 
cinematography (Bose, 2006).   
The film is told from the point-of-view of Bhootnath (Guru Dutt), an 
engineer/architect who is overseeing work at a dilapidated mansion. While he roams 
in the rubble, the story goes back in time and is told in a flashback. A young and naïve 
Bhootnath arrives from a village to colonial Kolkata (Calcutta). One of his relatives 
works at a mansion owned by rich and royal landlords. He gets accommodation at the 
servant quarters and starts to work at a vermillion factory (Mohini Sindoor Factory) 
nearby. The factory is owned by a dedicated member of Brahmo Samaj (a 19th century 
Hindu reformist movement) member, Subinay Babu (Nazir Hussain), who has a 
beautiful and chirpy daughter called Jaba (Waheeda Rehman). Bhootnath soon 
discovers that the mansion is haunted by a melodious voice. To his surprise, the voice 
belongs to Chhoti Bahu (Meena Kumari), the beautiful but melancholic daughter-in-
law of the family. As he is initiated in the luxurious and decadent lifestyles of the 
household members, he discovers that the womenfolk live a secluded life, confined in 
the four walls of the mansion and are content with the comforts (except Chhoti Bahu) 
that come from being members of a landlord family. The men of the mansion – 
namely Manjhley Sarkar (Middle Brother, played by D.K. Sapru) and Chhote Sarkar 
(the youngest brother, played by Rehman) – live a life that has become synonymous 
with the last nawabs and the debauched royalty of pre-independence India as depicted 
in films and literature.  
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The vermillion from the factory where Bhootnath works is supposed to have 
magic-like qualities and can apparently unite lovers and can reignite love. In order to 
avail the properties of the product, Chhoti Bahu calls Bhootnath and asks her to bring 
her the vermillion. This marks the first meeting between the two. The film also 
reveals the character of Badi Bahu or the eldest daughter-in-law of the family. Badi 
Bahu is a widow, whose husband passed away a long time ago. Her character does not 
have any meaningful role in the story except to introduce to the audience the cruelties 
a widow has to suffer in a traditional Hindu family marred by orthodox customs. Badi 
Bahu herself is shown as an orthodox woman who spends her time following various 
rites and rituals. In one scene, she is seen washing her hands repeatedly because she 
has been rendered ‘impure’ after coming in contact with a crow.    
After Bhootnath and Chhoti Bahu develop a friendly relationship, she reveals 
the reasons behind her constant sadness – while Chhoti Bahu deeply loves her 
husband and constantly seek his companionship, her husband does not care about her 
at all and indulges in alcohol and the company of other women all the time. Chhoti 
Bahu confronts her husband about his constant absence from the house. He makes it 
clear that it is wine and pleasure he seeks and challenges her to dance and sing like a 
courtesan. The biggest challenge he poses in front of her is to drink. The idea of a 
traditional upper-class Hindu woman drinking leaves Chhoti Bahu aghast. But she is 
adamant about pleasing her husband and excepts the challenge. She asks Bhootnath to 
fetch alcohol for her.  
Meanwhile, Bhootnath gets a job in other town and comes to meet Chhoti 
Bahu, to his horror, she has taken the bottle with a vengeance and is inebriated all the 
time. Another development in Bhootnath’s life is related to Jaba, for whom he has 
developed romantic aspirations. He discovers that her marriage has been fixed to 
somebody else. He leaves the town and slowly through hard work finds success in his 
career. At this point, the film takes a time-leap. The household staffs of the mansion 
lament the disappearing of the traditional artefacts of the zamindari system. There are 
subtle hints at industrialization and modernization, which have started to take a toll on 
the traditional manner of life.  In order to survive the harsh realities of the time, the 
men of the family struck a financial deal related to mines. They do not care to 
examine the details of the agreement and instead spend their time in indulging in 
useless hobbies.  
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Bhootnath returns to find that the former landlords are living a life of penury. 
The mansion itself has lost its former glory and is in a dilapidated state. Chhoti Bahu 
has turned completely alcoholic and does not even have money to buy liquor. Her 
husband is bedridden after getting injured in a scuffle. Chhoti Bahu has learned that 
there is holy man in a nearby town who has healing powers. Believing that the hermit 
has the capability to heal her bedridden and paralytic husband, she seeks Bhootnath’s 
help to meet him.  While Bhootnath and Chhoti Bahu leave at night to meet the 
hermit, they are spotted by Manjhle Babu and his henchmen. The late night departure 
is interpreted by Manjhle Babu as a sign of a romantic relationship between 
Bhootnath and Chhoti Bahu. He looks menacingly at them, and in the next scene we 
see Bhootnath and Chhoti Bahu’s coach being waylaid by Manjhle Babu’s men. 
While Chhoti Bahu’s fate is not clear at this moment, Bhootnath is shown 
recuperating in a hospital. The film cuts back to its opening scene where an aged 
Bhootnath is overseeing work at the mansion. The crew soon discovers a grave, and 
unearths a skeleton, which is immediately recognized by Bhootnath as Chhoti Bahu’s, 
as there is some jewellery with the skeleton that belonged to Chhoti Bahu. The film 
ends with a macabre visual. The shots of Chhoti Bahu are juxtaposed with that of the 
skeleton. In the voice over, Chhoti Bahu refers herself as Sati Laxmi.  
The film has two parallel stories running together – one between Bhootnath 
and Jaba, which is marked by playfulness, banter and light romance. The other 
between Bhootnath and Chhoti Bahu, where a timid and naïve Bhootnath discovers 
the melancholic lonely wife. The film itself takes considerable time in revealing the 
character of Chhoti Bahu. Her first appearance has been constructed in an interesting 
manner,  
The build up to the moment when we first see Chhoti Bahu is 
reminiscent of Carol Reed’s introduction of Harry Lime (Orson 
Welles) in The Third Man (1949). In a marvelously staged sequence, 
the camera takes Bhoothnath’s POV and follows the pattern of a rich 
carpet on which he walks to enter the room. His eyes are lowered 
and he is terrified of meeting her. We hear Chhoti Bahu still off-
screen telling him to be seated. Then we see a pair of adorned feet 
walk across the room. As Bhoothnath sits humbly on the floor, he is 
asked his name. As Chhoti Bahu asks him what sort of a name is 
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Bhoothnath, he looks up. The camera tracks in dramatically and 
holds on a close-up of Chhoti Bahu. Her aura startles Bhoothnath 
(and us) and from that first look, he (and us) becomes forever her 
‘slave.’ It is a magical moment in the film. (Bali, n.d.) 
In the very first scene depicting Chhoti Bahu, we see the camera slowly pan from the 
feet, upwards to the face. Her feet are dyed with aalta (a dye called Rose Bengal is 
applied by married women of India and Bangladesh on their feet), and she is 
bedecked with jewellery and sports a big bindi and her head is covered, all symbols of 
a traditional married woman. It is important to note that Chhoti Bahu is never seen 
without these traditional markers of a married woman. Right from the first scene 
where she is revealed to the audience to the last scene of the film, we see her as a 
perfectly attired wife. The camera is used for the purpose of highlighting her identity 
as a married woman. There are several close-ups of her bindi-adorned forehead.  
The film ultimately is about the decadent lifestyle of colonial era zaminadars 
(feudal lords). It takes a scathing look at the feudal families of pre-independence India  
Sahab Bibi Aur Ghulam [sic] captured the decadence of a crumbling 
feudal family, undoubtedly offering the first disturbing glimpse in to 
the life of a bored housewife doomed to monotony, a subject later 
exploited by Satyajit Ray in Charulata. The lonely housewife 
obviously wanted more than just making and breaking ornaments. 
She wanted self-expression! (Somaaya, 2001) 
The film takes several measures to establish the decadent lifestyles and debauched 
characters of the men of the family. They are interested in courtesans and spend their 
time with them. Money is not a concern and they spend extravagantly. Alcoholism is 
a way of life – and they spend their nights drunk, waking late in the morning. Their 
times are either spent with other women or indulging in silly hobbies. Wives or the 
women of the household simply do not exist for them, and they treat them with 
contempt and hostility all the time. It is in such a setting that Chhoti Bahu is placed. 
While the film is an attempt to criticize the life and times of a feudal family in pre-
independence era, it does so by creating a woman character that is sacrificed at the 
altars of a patriarchal family.   
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Chhoti Bahu in Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam is constantly seeking the time and 
attention of her husband. The husband is so thoroughly devoid of emotions towards 
his wife that despite living under one roof, days pass without the two of them 
meeting. Chhoti Bahu is literally confined within the walls of the mansion and has to 
resort to the servants in order to arrange meetings with either her husband or with 
Bhootnath. She is powerless and dependent on others.  
The film not only relies on attire and markers of a traditional wife as 
symbolized by Chhoti Bahu, but pays great attention to the religious nature of the 
protagonist. Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam, at several instances, shows Chhoti Bahu 
following one traditional ritual or the other. At several places, we see her praying to 
the deity. She is also a great believer of husband-centric rites, such as keeping a fast 
for the health and wellbeing for the spouse. In one scene, while she is on fast, she asks 
the servant to take a small bowl of water to her husband. She cannot break her fast, 
until she drinks the same water after it is dipped in her husband’s toe. The cruelty of 
the husband is established, when he refuses to oblige the servant for such a trivial 
task. The servant is only able to do the job after he falls asleep. The fast is mentioned 
at one more instance when she tells the cook not to prepare her meal as she would fast 
on that day. Bhootnath witnesses this and asks her why is she refusing her food? She 
replies, “to fulfil my wish, I don’t have any other means left”. Her religious nature is 
further established when, in order to cure her paralytic husband, she is willing to visit 
an ascetic who is deemed to have holy powers.   
In the first meeting between Chhoti Bahu and Bhootnath, she makes it clear 
that she is lonely, in pain and seeks companionship. Bhootnath enquires about the 
reason behind the pain, to which she replies, “you men won’t understand this pain, 
only a woman whose fate is cursed, can do so”. Referring to the fact that her husband 
spends time with other women, she adds that it is a great ‘humiliation’ and ‘shame’ 
for womanhood itself. She also explains the reason behind calling Bhootnath to her 
chambers – it is the advertised magical properties of the vermillion she seeks. The fact 
that she is ready to believe the puffery in the vermillion advertisement speaks about 
her desperation to make her husband love her.  
Chhoti Bahu is different from other women of the mansion. This is reflected in 
a conversation between her and the elder sister-in-law or the Manjhli Didi. The elder 
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sister-in-law criticises her for complaining about her husband’s absence. She says 
“my brother-in-law is a man, and until men of royal household do not spend their time 
with courtesans, they should not be considered men.” Chhoti Bahu’s reply is 
characteristic of her nature throughout the film. She says, “I come from a poor 
home…and all I know is that a woman’s life should be dedicated to her 
husband…what use are these jewels…this makeup…if the husband does not stay at 
home…what use do I have for this life itself.” The sister-in-law is aghast at her reply 
and says that she has besmirched the Choudhury clan’s name by being so possessive 
about her husband. The elder sister-in-law’s opinion about the role of wives in a 
feudal household depicts how the women in such families had completely accepted 
their subservient stature in the family, where men are free to indulge in philandering 
and alcohol and women are content with luxury and goods, without complaining 
about anything.   
Chhoti Bahu narrates to Bhootnath that she has been conditioned since her 
childhood to revere and love her husband. She says that she is willing to give all her 
time and attention to her husband, but her primary complain is that her husband 
simply does not spend any time at the home. She further adds that while she is the 
daughter-in-law of a rich family and has access to all the wealth she needs, what she 
lacks is the company of her husband. In the ensuing scene and the song, we see 
Chhoti Bahu getting ready to meet her husband, preparing herself meticulously to 
greet him. The character of Chhoti Bahu has been infused with utmost devotion to her 
husband. Though Hindi cinema has generally portrayed wives as being subservient to 
the husband, her case seems to be an extreme example.  
In one of the most important scenes of the film, Chhoti Bahu tries to stop her 
husband from going out. He responds that he is a man and not a key-ring that she can 
carry all the times. She pleads her to give her one chance to satisfy his needs. He 
mocks her and says that being a man from the Choudhary clan he won’t be satisfied 
by a simple woman from the household. Pressing her case, she says that she is willing 
to do whatever it takes to keep him from visiting other women. He replies that in 
order to keep him happy she needs to emulate the courtesans he is so fond of. She will 
need to sing and dance like them. To further dissuade her, he poses the most difficult 
demand for her – she has to become his drinking partner. The mere thought of a 
Hindu woman in an aristocratic family consuming liquor horrifies her. In a later 
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scene, she confronts her husband about his lack of interest in her. She asks “despite 
being a woman from a Hindu family, I have consumed alcohol…isn’t this the biggest 
sacrifice a woman could make?” While wives in Hindi cinema are expected to make 
sacrifices and be the ‘martyr’ wife so eulogized by Bollywood, Chhoti Bahu makes 
the ultimate sacrifice by agreeing to consume alcohol. Partaking in alcohol with her 
husband can be viewed as a transgression by Chhoti Bahu. While she is confined in 
the mansion all the times and is prohibited from leaving the premises, she is allowed 
to transgress only to please her husband  
Sahib Bibi aur Gulam depicts the Indian women cloistered in the 
confines of the Rajput family: the male exhibiting his manliness 
through arrogance, wine and women and the wife desperately 
attempting to lure her husband from the ‘kotha’, (brothel house) by 
breaking traditional confines of behavior. She resorts to drink in 
order to gain his love and companionship. (Jain, 2002, p. 251) 
In a conversation that ensues after Chhoti Bahu asks Bhootnath to fetch alcohol for 
her, he pleads her not to drink as it would destroy her. She replies “it doesn’t matter if 
I get destroyed…a woman’s life is useless if she can’t satisfy the wishes of her 
husband.”  Chhoti Bahu takes up the bottle and it seems to work, as her husband no 
longer goes outside, and even acknowledges that he is happy. In a scene between the 
husband and wife, he once again expresses his desire to go out. She pleads him not to 
go. The song that follows is counted as one of the most memorable songs of 
Bollywood. As Sen (2002) explains, “a desperate Chhoti Bahu falls at his feet, with 
the celebrated song Na Jao Saiyan. The words of the lyrics merge a woman’s power 
of seduction (desire) with a wife’s devotion (duty)”. Both the lyrics and the visuals 
epitomize the relationship between the feudal husband and the slave wife. In one shot, 
we see an indifferent husband attempting to leave, while the love-stricken wife again 
and again tries to stop him. In one shot, the wife falls unto the feet of her husband and 
sings “I submit myself at your feet, will live and die here”. Throughout the film, 
Chhoti Bahu remains in a constant state of deference to her husband. His company 
and love is all she seeks. In one scene, we do find her complaining, hinting at the 
possible impotency of the husband, in a confrontational tone she laments that she has 
not been blessed with a child yet. She only has the courage to ask this when she is 
drunk. While sober, she remains the coy and subservient wife that she is.  
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In Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam, Chhoti Bahu’s character transforms. Explained by 
Sen (2002), “the transformation of Choti Bahurani is witnessed through the 
hypnotized eyes of Bhootnath who sees her change from a rejected, unfulfilled wife 
within the haveli – into a woman intoxicated with wine, passion and desire.” Chhoti 
Bahu has spent her entire life behind the huge walls of the mansion. The only time she 
dares to go out, she is killed. By stepping out of the mansion, she has clearly 
transgressed the boundaries and needs to be punished. That is the indication. In the 
last scene when Bhootnath discovers the skeleton of Chhoti Bahu, the visual of her 
skeleton is seen juxtaposed with her image. The voice over says “adorn me as much 
as you can…put vermillion on my forehead…so that people can say that Sati Laxmi 
has passed.” Chhoti Bahu makes a clear reference to Sati, the ancient Hindu practice 
of a widow immolating herself on the pyre of her husband. While Indian cinema was 
obsessed with the image of Sati in pre-independence era (films on Sati before 
independence include: Sati Parvati, Sati Anjani, Sati Anasuya, Sati Padmini etc.), 
with the gradual time change and evolved sensibilities of the audience, films extolling 
the virtues of being a Sati diminished. Chatterji (1998) writes about the relationship 
between the mythical Goddesses and Hindi cinema: “the mainstream film-maker has 
found it fruitful to use the different archetypes of mythical Goddesses to model many 
of their women characters on”. Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam is as much about the criticism 
of a decadent feudal family as about the life of a woman (Chhoti Bahu) trapped in the 
family. While the film leaves no stones unturned to establish the cruel, degenerate and 
extravagant nature of the men of the family and is a scathing critique of the feudal 
lifestyle in colonial India, the film ultimately sacrifices Chhoti Bahu on the altars of a 
deeply patriarchal family.  
The character of Chhoti Bahu has been constructed as a repository of 
womanhood as imagined in Indian culture. Her identity as a married woman has been 
highlighted through many ways – the multiple close-ups of marriage- related symbols, 
bindi, vermillion etc., the manner in which she addresses her husband, swamy 
(master), and in general her absolute acquiescence to her husband’s cruel demands, 
also her deep interest in various rites and rituals such as keeping fast for the husband’s 
wellbeing. The most important identity-marker is when she refers herself as Sati. 
Chhoti Bahu has not only been stereotyped as a mythical-religious symbol, her death 
has also been glorified. According to Kazmi (2010), Chhoti Bahu has donned the 
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mantle of pativrata nari and “this is her chief defining characteristic, her badge which 
she displays proudly, even tragically, till her bitter end.”  
4.2.2 Guide (1965), directed by Vijay Anand 
Directed by Vijay Anand and featuring Dev Anand and Waheeda Rahman, 
Guide is a romantic drama adapted from a novel of the same name. The novel, Guide 
(1958), written by R.K. Narayan is the inspiration behind the film. Although the film 
is an adaptation of the novel, it digresses on several plot lines. The novel was awarded 
the prestigious Sahitya Academy award in 1960. The movie was shot both in English 
and Hindi, with an American, Tad Danielewski, directing the English version. While 
the Hindi version was a hit and considered as one of the finest films of both the lead 
actors, the English version was only released in 2007 at the Cannes Film Festival, 
forty-two years after it was first made (Roy, 2013). 
The film narrates the story of a charming guide called Raju (Dev Anand), a 
well-known figure in the picturesque town of Udaipur. Raju is well versed in several 
languages and is popular amongst tourists who are impressed by his gregarious 
nature. His simple life takes a dramatic turn when he meets Rosie (Waheeda Rahman) 
who has come to the town along with her archaeologist husband Marco (Kishore 
Sahu). Right from the beginning, the film establishes that Marco does not care about 
his wife and is of cruel nature. His only interest in the town is of professional nature 
as he is interested in working at the archaeological sites in the city. The film provides 
a background story of the beautiful Rosie. She was born into a devdasi family and for 
her, the only way out of the profession was to marry somebody of repute. Her mother 
fixes her marriage with Marco who is besotted with her beauty and instantly agrees to 
marry her. Rosie soon realizes that whatever dreams she had of marriage are 
shattered, as Marco is not only of extremely unpleasant nature, but in a subtle manner 
the film also hints at his impotency. Moreover, Rosie has one passion in life – 
dancing. Marco is vehemently opposed to her taking any interest in dancing as he 
considers it to be an inferior art practiced by devdasis. In one of the first meetings 
between Rosie and Raju, she asks him to take her to any place where snake-charmers 
reside, as she is interested in dancing along with them. In order to discover the caves 
at the archaeological site, Marco starts to live outside the city, leaving Rosie alone. 
Spurned by her husband, Rosie attempts suicide, however she is saved. The incident 
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brings Raju and Rosie together and he makes her realize that she does not have to 
suffer just because she is a woman. Raju also makes her understand the importance of 
dancing as an art. Invigorated by Raju’s passionate appeal to stand on her own feet, 
Rosie confronts Marco at the caves. Rosie and Marco’s verbal confrontation is the 
final breaking point between the husband and the wife. Raju takes Rosie to his home. 
Though she has escaped her marriage to find love and identity, she only finds hostility 
and contempt at his home. Raju and Rosie’s relationship changes to that of lovers and 
they leave town. Rosie slowly becomes known in the show business and becomes a 
renowned dancer. Success and money is no longer a problem and the couple have a 
prosperous and social life. Meanwhile, Raju is not able to adjust to newly found 
money and takes to gambling and drinking. Rosie is not happy with Raju’s lifestyle 
and openly explains this to him. Their relationship turns frosty. Raju becomes 
insecure and in a moment of insecurity forges a cheque in order to stop Marco from 
sending Rosie some jewellery. Raju’s forgery is caught and he is sentenced to two 
years of prison. He finishes his sentence and unable to face the humiliation of being 
branded a thief he leaves the town and lands in a distant village. The simple villagers 
mistake him for a holy man and beseech him for all sort of problems. Raju’s 
reputation as a man with divine powers grows and he is revered by the villagers. The 
village is soon hit by a severe draught and everybody is distressed. They seek Raju’s 
help and request him to fast in order to beseech the gods. Initially, Raju refuses and 
explains that he is not a holy man, but the villagers are not convinced. Raju realizes 
that he is their only hope and agrees to fast. His health deteriorates and in the final 
scene of the movie, we see Raju surrounded by Rosie and his mother. The heavens 
pour, and it rains heavily. Everybody is happy. Rosie rushes to inform Raju of the 
rains, only to find him dead. 
The film primarily defines Rosie’s role as that of a wife. However, unlike the 
wives of Hindi cinema, she does not possess a single characteristic of an ‘ideal’ wife 
as defined by the society. Right from the moment she arrives in Udaipur, the town 
where the story is based, it is easily observable that she is not willing to be silent and 
live according to his husband’s whims and fancies. In one of the first scenes involving 
Marco, Raju and Rosie, Marco makes it clear that he has no ambitions of touring the 
city and his only wish is to visit the caves. Rosie immediately reminds him that she 
would like to explore the city. The first thing that Rosie asks Raju is the location of 
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the snake-charmers locality as she intends to dance with them. It is important to note 
that Rosie is passionate about dancing and her husband has strictly prohibited her to 
practice. The dance is one of the most important scenes in the film, as Rosie, while 
dancing, appears in an unbridled manner – the passionate and non-sexualized dance is 
her way of expressing her latent desires. Although she asks Raju not to inform Marco 
about this, the dance also symbolizes her rebellion from the martinet and loveless 
husband. It also establishes Rosie’s character in the film from the beginning that she 
is unlike the orthodox and servile wives who so often appear in Hindi films.  
Rosie’s character has been sketched as the one who takes a stand against 
oppressive and selfish men. The only time she tries to convince Marco of her love is 
when she tries to commit suicide. The suicide attempt is Rosie’s way of attracting her 
husband’s attention. From the beginning of the film, it is clear that Rosie and Marco’s 
is a loveless marriage. The suicide attempt is the last-ditch effort by Rosie to salvage 
her marriage, perhaps she thinks that her suffering would bring back her husband. The 
suicide attempt has another important role in the film. It brings Rosie and Raju 
together. After Rosie is recuperating from the suicide attempt, during a candid 
conversation with Raju, she enquires whether he is married. Raju replies in negative, 
and says in a jesting tone that he will be a tough husband who believes in a wife that 
cooks and cares for him thoroughly. She further asks whether he will also love his 
wife. Raju says that he will love her for sure. Rosie immediately says that if you will 
love your wife, she will not have any problem in doing all those things and her life 
would be a success.  
Marco’s cruel nature is further established when he confronts Rosie about the 
suicide attempt. Instead of showing any sympathy or enquiring about her health, he 
accuses Rosie of deliberately creating mischief and troubling him. He reminds her 
that she has all the wealth, prosperity and comforts but is still not happy with him. An 
emotionally weakened Rosie again tries to commit suicide only to be stopped by Raju 
who reminds her that cursing the fate and ending one’s life is not an option. Raju’s 
encouragement brings new life in Rosie. She is now seen walking with musical 
anklets in the open market with glee and total abandonment. Her carefree walk in the 
market, and the song that ensues symbolise her breaking of the shackles the loveless 
marriage had imposed on herself. The musical anklets are traditionally associated with 
courtesans, and in many Hindi films (Pakeezah, Umrao Jaan etc.) heroines wore them 
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to establish the character of courtesans. While courtesans wear the anklets in the 
confines of the brothels, Rosie does so in the open. It is established early in the movie 
that she comes from a devdasi (religious prostitutes) family. The profession of 
devdasis, just like that of the courtesans, attracts only disdain from the common 
people, but Rosie in a moment of emancipation embraces her past life. She is no 
longer ashamed of her past. This scene of her wearing anklets also symbolises her 
latent rebellion to her husband, who has ridiculed her past life and who only has 
hatred for the profession. The two suicide attempts are the only week points in her 
caricature in the film, but then they bring her closer to Raju.  
  In a scene where Rosie discloses her past identity to Raju, she says that she is 
thankful to Marco for accepting her and providing her with a home and an identity. 
Raju reminds her that times have changed and a woman is no longer considered the 
slave of the house. Further, he adds “gone are the days when a woman has to silently 
suffer…nobody should be considered inferior because of her caste or profession.” It is 
important to note that it is Raju who encourages Rosie to embrace her passion. He 
emboldens Rosie to consider dance as an art form. Encouraged by Raju, Rosie goes to 
meet Marco to convince him about her passion, only to find him drunk and in the 
company of two women. While the film regularly establishes Marco as a cruel 
husband, the directors also made it sure to portray him as a debauched one. Thus, 
Rosie’s actions are a consequence of Marco’s womanizing and drinking. It is 
pertinent to note that, Guide, the 1958 novel, does not include this scene. The creation 
of a really bad Marco was solely aimed for the film audience, keeping in mind the 
sensibility of the audience, who would not have accepted a married woman leaving 
her husband, unless the husband has been caricatured in extremely bad light.   
Rosie asserts her identity time and again in the film. One of the most 
important scenes is when she confronts Marco while visiting him in the caves, all 
bedecked in a traditional dancer’s dress. Marco reminds her that he has already taken 
a decision about her dancing career and it is a no. Rosie, defying the traditional wives 
of Hindi cinema, retorts “It is not necessary Marco that I agree to all of your 
decisions.” Marco associates her dancing interest with that of her past, her being born 
in a devdasi family. He says that she is better off with the dignity of his name rather 
than the profession of her mother. Rosie replies that she prefers her mother’s 
profession to the ‘dignity’ he gave her. In the climax of the scene, we see Rosie 
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yelling at the top of her voice, “Marco, I want to live”. It is the sheer despair of Rosie 
that results in such an exhilaration.  It is this dialogue that epitomizes Rosie’s 
character in the film. Rosie further antagonizes Marco by claiming that he does not 
need a wife, but a woman who would satisfy his carnal desires. Undoubtedly, Rosie 
was one of the most powerful female voices in Hindi cinema till the 196os. Here was 
a woman who was not willing to be a martyr or conform to the standards set up by the 
society. She is vocal about her desires and is not willing to be stuck in a marriage 
devoid of love and sex. “Filmmaker Vijay Anand appears fascinated with Rosie in 
Guide for daring to defy her impotent husband with ‘Marco Main Jeena Chahti 
Hoon’” (Somaaya, 2004). Rosie was not only defying her husband but also defying a 
culture and tradition that puts great premium on the inviolability of marriages. 
Writing about the divorce rates in the 1960s, Ravindra (2013) says that “it is difficult 
to find current statistics on divorce in India. Recent news stories and internet stories 
provide some data. One survey suggests that in the 1960s, there were one to two 
divorces per year in Delhi.” While Rosie does not officially divorce Marco, her 
leaving the marriage is of more blasphemous nature. It is a tribute to the actress and 
the director of the movie that they were able to create a narration of a woman that was 
not only accepted by the audience but was also more realistic than the portrayal of 
woman in general and wives in particular. In an interview conducted with the 
columnist Mukul Kesavan (cited in Sinha, 2012), Waheeda Rahman says that she was 
warned of ‘career suicide’ by friends and well-wishers, who were concerned that 
playing Rosie, a woman who leaves her husband for her lover, would damage her 
career. She adds: “the heroine leaves her husband and goes for a live-in relationship 
with her boyfriend, an unthinkable thing in those days. I got telegrams from 
filmmakers after the release of the film saying excellent performance but for a 
negative role.” That the role was interpreted as negative by the filmmakers suggests 
that the prevalent attitude amongst filmmakers was to cast wives in set patterns, rather 
than in any other role that defied the norms or the prevalent attitudes at that time.   
While the wives in Hindi cinema are traditionally attired and always sport the 
traditional markers of marriage such as vermillion and a covered head, Rosie in Guide 
is also different in this aspect. We do not see her with vermillion or any other 
mannerisms associated with a coy wife. Her name itself is different. “Right from the 
beginning the central female character in Guide played by Waheeda Rahman, is 
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shown to be moving in rather unorthodox circumstances. She is Rosie (Waheeda 
Rahman), therefore not a ‘pious Hindu girl’” (Somaaya et al., 2012). 
Though Rosie is shown hungry for love and acceptance, after she becomes a 
star and gets the love of her life (Raju), we see her character evolve. It is Raju’s love 
for money and gambling that makes her change. Raju is overwhelmed with the money 
that comes with Rosie’s success, and takes to a luxurious lifestyle. Rosie is certainly 
not happy with this and she expresses her concern about his lifestyle. The relationship 
between the couple turns frosty and it is Raju not Rosie who wants to make amends. 
While the females are seen usually dependent on males in society and in cinema, in 
Guide we see a reversal of roles. Even the depiction of the romantic relationship 
between Raju and Rosie is different from the usual Hindi films. Rosie does not 
succumb to Raju’s emotional overtures and even refuses sex on several occasions. 
Rosie is not a desire-less, voice-less creature Bollywood is so fond of. She is a human 
being and a woman with all the emotional details and flaws. Notably, her character 
evolves from that of a woman who wants acceptance due to her past to a woman who 
will voice her opinion and desires. When she was stuck in a loveless marriage with 
Marco, we see her rebelling from the marriage. When the marriage breaks, we do not 
see her crying or be in a state of emotional trauma. Instead, she seamlessly leaves the 
marriage to live with another man.  
When the relationship with Raju turns sour, we do not see her pleading with 
him to change. Instead, she accuses him of loving her for a particular motive, namely 
money. While Raju makes it clear that it is he who has shown her the path to stardom 
and success, Rosie does not flinch. Her character possesses a “distinct melancholy, a 
latent sadness in her being and that prevails throughout the film” (Somaaya et al., 
2012).   
While Rosie’s character has been sketched with details, the film is ultimately 
about Raju the guide, after all the film carries the name of the protagonist. When Raju 
goes to the jail for forgery, he comes to meet Rosie for the last time. However, she is 
not in a mood to forgive, and ignores him. Raju has been made to pay for a crime he 
committed. The reason behind Rosie’s cold behaviour has also been made clear. Still, 
in a song in the movie, he brandishes her with the tag of ‘unfaithful’. The song ‘Kya 
se kya ho gaya, bewafa tere pyar main’ (Look what happened to me, O unfaithful) is 
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picturized after Rosie refuses to meet him, before he departs for the jail. The visuals 
in the song are also relevant. In one frame, we see a pair of handcuffed hands (Raju’s) 
and Rosie’s dancing image in between the hands. The message is clear and loud – 
whatever has befallen Raju is of Rosie’s doing.  
In one of the final scenes between Raju and Rosie, we finally see a repentant 
Rosie, who says that she now has realized his importance, and should have lied to 
save him from the jail. The scene is balanced with Raju’s confession too, who accepts 
that he could not manage all the money and the lifestyle, and is in jail because of his 
actions. The film takes a dramatic turn in the end, and continues with where it started, 
that is Raju’s role as a holy man in the village. Raju dies in the end due to the 
stubborn villagers who want him to fast for the rains. While Raju dies for the villagers 
and the rains, he becomes a martyr-like figure in the film.  
4.3 Analysis of selected films from 1970 to 1980 
The 1971 Indo-Pak war augured a difficult start for the decade. While the war 
was favourable in its outcome for India, the ensuing years were not. The decade has 
been marred forever due to the implementation of Emergency from 1975 to 1977. 
Other social and political upheavals also mark this time period as important in India’s 
history. As Somaaya et al. (2012) writes about 1970s, “the country entered a period of 
upheaval both politically and socially, as people’s simmering anger expressed itself in 
the form of micro-level grassroots movements that fought the establishment across the 
country.” The student’s agitation in Gujrat and the nationwide call for ‘total 
revolution’ against Indira Gandhi by J.P Narayan and the Naxalite movement in West 
Bengal and adjoining areas are historical events associated with the 1970s.  
It was during the 1970s that parallel cinema in India entered into limelight. 
Not only Hindi parallel films, but parallel films and directors from regional languages 
such as Malayalam made their mark during this time. Shyam Benegal, one of the 
doyens of the Indian Parallel cinema made some of his important films [Ankur (1974), 
Nishant (1975), Manthan (1976) etc.] during this time. In The 1970s and its Legacies 
in India's Cinemas, Joshi and Dudrah (2014) write that “the legacies of the 1970s on 
cinema remain palpable today. The parallel cinema, documentary, Indie filmmaking 
and film industries outside Bombay thrive because of talent and institutional 
initiatives originating in the 1970s.” 
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The 1970s was also the era of Amitabh Bachchan. The decade witnessed some 
of his most renowned films getting released, such as Anand (1971), Zanjeer (1973), 
Sholay (1975) and Deewar (1975). The films earnestly established him as a film star 
loved and adored by the Indian masses. According to Anjaria (2012), Hindi cinema in 
this decade went through an inalterable change. “Central to this narrative is the figure 
of the ‘angry young man ‘who represented the deep social angst of the time, and 
constituted a major shift away from the romantic heroes of the decade before”. While 
the image of the angry young man was personified by the actor Amitabh Bachchan, it 
was also depicted by other actors of the time. 
While the mainstream cinema continued to be obsessed with romance and 
multi- starrer films, the mantle of criticizing the establishment and satirizing the social 
and political wrongs of the country fell on the ideology-based art house films. Many 
of the art house films were financed by the state itself. In certain cases, the 
establishment hit back. For instance, Amrit Nahata’s 1973 film Kissa Kursi Ka was 
banned by the government and its prints were confiscated. The film was a satire on 
the politics of Indira Gandhi and Sanjay Gandhi.  
Two of the biggest blockbusters of the era that deserve mention are Sholay 
(1975) and Jai Santoshi Maa (1975). While Sholay epitomized the Bollywood genre 
known as the ‘masala film’, Jai Santoshi Maa’s success somewhat surprised the 
critics and film analysts. Sholay was a heavily promoted multi-starrer film and picked 
up inspiration from several western genre films [The Good, The Bad and the Ugly 
(1966), The Magnificent Seven (1960), Once Upon A Time in The West (1968), For 
A Few Dollars More (1965)]. The film attained the status of what is often described as 
a ‘cult’ film. The dialogues and characters in Sholay are one of the most identified 
motifs in Hindi cinema. Jai Santoshi Maa, on the other hand was a low-budget film 
with unknown actors. The religious theme of the film so impressed the audience, 
particularly the rural audience and women audience, that “audiences were showering 
coins, flower petals and rice at the screen in appreciation of the film. They entered the 
cinema barefoot and set up a small temple outside…in Bandra, where mythological 
films aren’t shown” (Kabir, 2001; cited in Lutgendorf, 2002).  
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4.3.1 Abhimaan (Pride, 1973) Directed by Hrishikesh Mukherjee 
Abhimaan is mostly remembered for its songs, sung by musical icons such as 
Mohammad Rafi, Lata Mangeshkar and Kishore Kumar. The lyrics were penned by 
the avant-garde Urdu poet Majrooh Sultanpuri. The film brought a Filmfare Award 
for the best actress to Jaya Bachchan in 1973.  
Abhimaan is the story of a famous and talented singer Subir Kumar (Amitabh 
Bachchan) and his tumultuous relationship with his wife, Uma (Jaya Bachchan), also 
a singer. The film opens with a confident Subir singing on a stage, lamenting about 
not finding a desired partner in life, despite all the wealth and fame. The film reveals 
Subir’s stardom, and it is established that he is well-liked by the audience and is a 
singing sensation. Money is not a problem for the young and good-looking singer who 
is hounded by the press and girls alike. Subir lives with Chandru (Asrani) who is not 
only his friend and confidante but also manages his business efficiently. On a visit to 
an aunt (Durga Khote), who lives in an idyllic and scenic village, Subir is mesmerized 
by a melodious voice. The voice belongs to Uma, the daughter of a village elder, 
Sadanand (A.K. Hangal), who is also an expert in classical music. The young couple 
meet, and in the beautiful surroundings of the village, fall in love. After a brief 
courtship, they are married, and the new bride comes to the city with her husband. 
During a party hosted in lieu of the marriage, Uma and Subir sing a melodious song. 
Uma’s talent for singing is recognized by everybody and soon the husband--wife pair 
become famous as duet singers. Uma, however, is a better singer and her talent is 
recognized by the film industry. A producer approaches Subir and Chandru for Uma 
as a playback singer in an upcoming movie. Both Subir and Chandru are a little taken 
aback by the producer’s request. Uma is a bit hesitant in singing solo. Subir, however, 
convinces her to sing for the movie. The ensuing song is used as a montage for the 
change in Subir’s character and the rise in Uma’s career as a singer. In between 
visuals of Uma singing and receiving awards, we see a visibly distressed Subir, who is 
clearly not happy with his wife’s success. During a scene juxtaposed in the song, we 
see Subir and Uma entering a theatre. A photographer asks Subir to step aside, as he 
focusses on Uma alone. As Uma’s career graph soars and her popularity increases, 
Subir becomes more and more despondent. He is uncomfortable with his wife’s 
success and his ego is bruised. Unable to express himself, he starts to misbehave with 
her. Uma accepts her husband’s cold behaviour and is ready to leave singing. 
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Unable to accept his wife’s success, Subir readily takes up alcohol. He is so 
exasperated with the situation that he starts to view his wife as his competition. He 
deliberately quotes a higher fee to a producer so as to check whether he is a better 
singer than her. When Chandru tries to put some sense in Subir, he argues with him 
and verbally confronts him. Subir’s downfall is peaked when he takes up residence at 
his female friend, Chitra’s (Bindu) place.  
Subir seems unmoved by his wife’s continuous love and exhortation that she 
cares about him. Their relationship hits rock bottom when a hurt Uma leaves for her 
home. The film takes a dramatic turn when Subir is informed by Chandru that Uma is 
pregnant. Subir, continuing with his stubborn attitude, refuses to visit his wife. He 
decides not to be present at his wife’s delivery. His wife, however, suffers from 
miscarriage and completely breaks down with grief. Subir’s aunt severely reprimands 
him for his stubborn behaviour and convinces him to visit Uma’s home. Subir finally 
meets his wife and apologies to her for his behaviour. After the brief apology, the film 
abruptly cuts to a psychiatrist’s office. As a solution to Uma’s problem, the doctor 
suggests that she needs to reconnect with the past. At this stage, Brajeshwar Rai 
(David Abraham Cheulkar), an accomplished musician/singer and a mentor-like 
figure to Subir, steps in and offers a somewhat impractical solution. According to 
him, Subir needs to sing again, since music brought Subir and Uma together it will 
also heal their relationship.    
In the end of the movie, we see Subir returning to the stage and singing a 
romantic and somewhat gloomy song. Uma breaks down upon hearing her husband 
and the song is interrupted. Brajeshwar Rai calls Uma on the stage and asks her to 
sing along with her husband. She starts to sing and everybody can be seen with tears 
in their eyes. The film ends with Subir leaving the theatre along with his wife, while 
an enthusiastic audience indulged in applause.  
Hrishikesh Mukherjee, the director of the film, has been credited with 
belonging to middle-of-the-road cinema. His novelty, along with directors such as 
Basu Chatterjee, Gulzar, Rajendra Singh Bedi, lays in having “a sophistication that 
was in keeping with the recent development” (Sengupta, 2003; cited in Poduval, n.d.). 
According to Gulzar et al. (2003), this new trend of cinema in the 1970s was a 
balance between the commercial requirements of the industry and the aesthetic 
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requirements of the art house cinema. It was pioneered by Hrishikesh Mukherjee who 
“carved a middle path between the extravagance of mainstream cinema and the stark 
realism of art cinema”.  
Poduval’s (n.d.) exposition of Hrishikesh Mukherjee and Amitabh Bachchan’s 
cinematic partnership fits aptly in Abhimaan: “Hrishikesh Mukherjee’s films of the 
1970s with Amitabh Bachchan in key early roles are melodramas of personal tension 
between intimate individuals, ending in an awkwardly-staged reconciliation that also 
involves the chastening of the socially-privileged, haughty male protagonist.” The 
film is essentially about a wife whose rising career eclipses that of her husband’s and 
the unexplained and awkward reconciliation that follows. While the film is considered 
a musical success, with many hit and famous songs sung by musical legends, the 
film’s musical prowess hides the real issue being addressed, that is the place of a 
working wife in a society. According to Poduval (n.d.), Abhimaan offers “a 
perspective on the re-making of the Indian middle-class during the 1970s…it is the 
questioning of gender norms that seems to be the more emphatic point in the film.”  
The film primarily categorizes Uma in the role of a wife. Since she is also a singer, 
she could have been categorized as a professional woman. Uma in Abhimaan has been 
cast as a wife, as per the desire of Bollywood. She is dressed in Saris throughout the 
film. There are multiple shots of her covering her head with the pallu (edge of the 
sari, used to cover the head). Before her marriage, we see her dressed in simple white 
colour. Post marriage, she sports bright colours, traditionally associated with brides. 
Bindi and vermillion, the traditional markers of a married woman in the Indian society 
and in Hindi cinema, can be seen in many shots too. Another character attribute of 
Uma is her religious nature. The film reveals the character of Uma with a song while 
she performs a morning prayer. Her subservience to Subir, her husband, is absolute. 
When he starts to misbehave with her, she does not complain. It is her non-
complaining nature and the willingness to accept her husband’s haughty nature that 
defines her character in the film. She is willing to give up her career, so that her 
husband returns to being ‘normal’.  It is pertinent to note that Abhimaan was made at 
a time “when ‘the woman question’ was returning to the national agenda under 
feminist pressure” (Poduval, 2012).  
The film begins with the idea that the wife is more talented than the husband, 
rather than accommodating the two characters in some sort of logical reconciliation, 
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or the husband accepting the truth as it is. Subir simply offers an apology and the 
story moves on to project Uma as a distressed mother who has lost her child during 
the birth. What perhaps could be the most important scene in the film transforms into 
a token of chastisement. In the scene when Subir finally meets Uma, he simply asks 
“you are upset with me…please forgive me.” These words were meant to justify his 
continuous mistreatment of his wife and resentment stemming from his bruised ego. 
According to Tere (2012)  
Abhimaan (1973) begins with premise of the wife (Jaya Bachchan) 
being more talented than the husband (Amitabh Bachchan). This in 
itself is a defiance of the stereotype. However, the film crumbles 
from then on when the wife gives up her thriving musical career for 
satisfying the husband’s ego culminating to a conventional closure 
that demands adherence to traditional values of marriage and 
motherhood. (p. 3) 
The lead actor in Abhimaan, Amitabh Bachchan, has long been associated with the 
‘angry young man’ persona. According to Poduval (n.d), the ‘brooding anger’ that 
stems from this persona can also be seen working in Abhimaan. Rather that directed 
against the system in the form of populist anger, it has been directed against a loved 
one. This resentment has been “directed against the rise/popularity of the lower 
middle-class wife (in Abhimaan).” No explanations have been given to explain the 
change in Subir’s characters, a loving and affable man suddenly transforming into a 
sulking person filled with anger and contempt. A possible explanation comes from a 
character, Brajeshwar Rai, the senior music maestro, who is projected as a mentor-
like figure to Subir. In the scene, where Subir informs him that he will take Uma as 
his singing partner, Brajeshwar Rai says to another person “I hope Subir doesn’t 
makes the mistake of taking Uma as his partner…Uma is more talented than 
Subir…and history has taught us that man is superior to woman…and if a wife 
surpasses her husband in talent/expertise, will the man accept it?” Interestingly, it is 
the old music maestro that offers the solution to the woes of Subir and Uma. He says 
to Subir, “Uma and you share one quality…that is music. It was music that brought 
you and her together…so the solution to your problem lies in music itself.” Here, 
Brajeshwar Rai is exhorting Subir to sing once again on stage, as it will ‘cure’ Uma of 
the depression. Subir indeed sings once again on the stage and is joined by a teary-
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eyed Uma, who sings and yearns for a child that will come in the future. In the end, 
Uma’s defining characteristic according to the film is motherhood. Her rising career, 
her talent as a singer and the husband’s bruised ego have all been relegated into the 
background.  
4.3.2 Julie (1975), directed by K. S. Sethumadhavan 
 Primarily a Malyalam film director, K. S. Sethumadhavan tried his hand in 
directing films in Oriya, Tamil, Kannada, Telugu and Hindi. Julie was a remake of 
1974 Malyalam film Chattakari, directed by Sethumadhavan himself. Both the films 
have the same actress Laxmi, in the lead role. Both the films were box office hits and 
are known for the actress Laxmi’s acting talent. Julie, the Hindi film, was also a 
musical hit, with prominent songs sung by Kishore Kumar.  
Set in an unnamed sleepy town, Julie depicts the story of a lower middle class 
Anglo-Indian family. Head of the family, the only earning member, Mr. Morris (Om 
Prakash) works in the railways and is an engine driver. The lady of the house, 
Margaret (Nadira) presides over four children, of whom Julie (Laxmi Narayan) is a 
young and vivacious girl and is the apple of the eye of the family. Margaret is forever 
pining for England, which she considers as her home. She laments about the past time 
and is always planning to leave India. Morris has a serious alcohol problem and is 
rarely seen sober on the screen. The Christian identity of the family is established 
from the outset. In the very first scene, a perceived reference to the dietary habits of 
the Christians is made. The camera regularly shows a big picture of Jesus Christ 
adorning the wall of the Morris.  
Julie is a college going girl who adores her father. The father--daughter 
camaraderie is established from the beginning of the film and we see several scenes 
repeating the father--daughter love. Julie is friends with a Hindu girl, Usha 
Bhattacharya (Rita Bhaduri), whose father Mr. Bhattacharya also works in the 
railways. Though he is much senior to the locomotive-driver Morris, he is a friend to 
the family and adores Julie. The Bhattacharya’s are an upper class Hindi family and 
everybody in the family is relaxed about caste rules and orthodox traditions, except 
Usha’s mother (Achala Sachdeva). Mrs. Devki Bhattacharya is a stickler about Hindu 
traditions and rules and considers the presence of Julie, a Christian in her home, as 
being impure. Julie is in a friendly relationship with a town boy called Richard (Jalal 
111 
Agha). While Richard is clearly in love with Julie, she makes it clear that theirs is a 
relationship based on friendship and not love.  
During a friendly visit to Usha’s home, Julie meets Shashi (Vikram 
Makandar), the only son of the Bhattacharya family. The young couple exchange 
glances and it is made clear that they have developed a liking for each other. The 
couple meet at Julie’s subsequent visits and slowly they fall in love. Julie’s mother is 
unhappy about her daughter’s interest in a Hindu boy. She expresses her displeasure 
and hints at Richard being a more suitable boy. Julie is unflinched at her mother’s 
disapproval and continues to meet Shashi. Their blossoming romance is picturized in 
a song and their relationship is cemented as lovers.  Shashi leaves for another town 
and the story concentrates on the financial trials and tribulations of the family. The 
eldest son of Morris household returns after finding a job in England. The prospects 
of going to England makes Margaret happy. Morris however is not excited about 
leaving India and reiterates his love for the country, saying that he was born in India 
and will die here.  
Shashi returns from his out of town visit and the lovers unite. His family is out 
of town and the couple see this as an opportunity to indulge in sexual escapades. 
While Julie is a bit hesitant to engage in any sexual activity, Shashi convinces her 
about his love for her. Once again, a song intervenes to depict in the usual Bollywood 
manner the sexual activity between a couple. Shashi leaves the town once again. To 
her absolute horror, Julie discovers that she is pregnant. The discovery is more painful 
for her as there is nobody to console or help her. In desperation she confesses to her 
mother, who upon hearing that her unwed daughter is pregnant is horrified, and in 
anger physically assaults her. In order to escape the humiliation, Margaret takes Julie 
to a relative, an aunt who lives in a different city. Before Julie departs, she meets 
Usha and informs her about the pregnancy. Julie, inexplicably, asks her not to inform 
Shashi of her ordeal. Margaret initially plans to convince Julie for an abortion, she 
wants the aunt to help her in the plan. However, the aunt reminds her that it is a sin to 
terminate a life like that and being a Christian she should not think of doing anything 
like that. Margaret finally decides to leave Julie at the aunt’s place. Julie will remain 
for the rest of her pregnancy and will give birth at the aunt’s place only. An already 
broken Julie is further saddened when she hears about this. The idea of living 
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separately from her family at an alien place, that too, when she is pregnant is enough 
to make her sob uncontrollably.  
Meanwhile, alcohol takes its toll on Morris’s health. He passes away after 
falling ill. Julie, of course, is not present during her father’s death and is informed by 
the aunt. The shock of the death sends Julie into labour and a child is born. Margaret 
arrives at the aunt’s place to finally take Julie back to home. She, however, has one 
condition, that Julie must leave her child at an orphanage. Julie once again is 
inconsolable and is forced to leave the child behind. A despondent Julie returns to her 
home town and has an unsuccessful attempt for a job, after the manager tries to molest 
her. It is as this time that Shashi, who was inexplicably absent throughout Julie’s 
ordeal, finally comes out of nowhere and meets her. Upon hearing Julie’s story, he 
tells her that he loves her dearly and would convince his parents to allow him to marry 
her. Shashi’s mother initially appears to be conducive to the idea but soon it becomes 
clear that her warm meeting with Julie was only a facade and she is against the 
wedding. Margaret, meanwhile has packed her bags to leave for England along with 
Julie and the rest of the children. It is at this time that Usha informs her parents that it 
is Shashi who is responsible for Julie’s pregnancy. Mr. Bhattacharya has devised a 
plan to make everybody present at his home. When everybody is there, including 
Margaret, Usha enters with the child. Mr. Bhattacharya delivers a monologue on how 
all the identities are created by man, and human beings, whether Indians or Anglo-
Indians are all the same. He not only convinces his wife, but also Margaret, both of 
whom were against the proposed marriage of Julie and Shashi.  The film ends with a 
repentant Margaret embracing the child.  
Presumably, Julie is about the restrictive social notions about inter-religious 
marriage and unwed motherhood. The film, however, ultimately transforms into 
stereotyping an Anglo-Indian Christian family and unnecessary sexualizing of the 
female lead, Julie. While, marriage and motherhood hold sacrosanct positions in the 
Indian society and Hindi cinema, portrayal of unwed mothers is not a thoroughly 
explored phenomenon in Hindi cinema and leaves much to be desired. There are 
certain notable examples when Hindi cinema experimented with the taboo topic, 
namely Dhool Ka Phool (1959), Aradhana (1969), Julie (1975), Trishul (1978), 
Shakti (1982), Kya Kehna (2000) and Paa (2009). Summarizing the portrayal of 
unwed mother, Chatterji (2015) writes, 
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the unwed mother on celluloid has slowly but surely been liberating 
herself from social ostracisms by refusing to be bugged down by 
social and moral value judgements made on her position. In Dhool Ka 
Phool, Aradhana and Julie, the unwed mother was portrayed as 
victim. Gradually, films featuring the unwed mother began to evolve 
trying to spell out that unwed motherhood was not really a social 
stigma as it was made out to be.  
It is the opening credits of Julie that set the tone of the entire film. The film 
credits are displayed along with images of Julie in various moods and expressions. It 
is the close-up of her face and sensuous expressions that stand out. Usually, film 
credits in 1970s were devoid of visuals and displayed text only, that the director 
thought it important to display the female protagonist in such a manner speaks about 
the general portrayal of Julie in the film. Following the credits, in the first visual of 
the film, we see a young and beautiful woman dressed in a short white skirt, 
sashaying carelessly on a bridge. While walking on the bridge, she touches her hair in 
an aimless manner. The latent sexuality in the establishment of the lead character 
cannot be missed. It becomes more apparent when it is revealed that Julie is there to 
deliver food to her father at the railyard. The innocuous reason behind her appearance 
on the screen and the manner in which she is picturized are diametrically opposite. 
The next scene continues with the establishment of Julie’s character as that of a 
sexually desirable woman. Julie visits a shop whose owner not only tries to touch her 
inappropriately but also makes sly underhand phallic references. The owner is 
unfazed at Julie’s protest and continues with his advances and is only stopped when 
she leaves the store in anger. The shop owner’s character appears three more times on 
the screen and is wholly irrelevant to the story. Though it could be argued that the 
character of the shop owner, Rahim (Rajendra Nath), was created to add a touch of 
humour to the story, two of the four times he appears on the screen, he does so by 
making sexual advances towards Julie.  
The filmmaker in order to further establish the character of Julie introduces 
Richard, her friend, in the beginning of the film. Julie can be seen as hitching a ride 
on Richard’s bicycle. Richard is seen taking benefit of his proximity to Julie, and 
though it is not visible on screen, the audience can deduce that he is touching Julie in 
a sexually playful manner. At this time, it is not clear whether the two of them are in a 
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romantic relationship. Later in the film, it becomes clear that Julie considers Richard 
as her friend only. And it was Richard who had romantic and sexual expectations 
from Julie.   
During a party at Julie’s home, she is introduced to a family friend. The 
moment the family friend sees Julie, we see Laura Mulvey’s concept of male gaze 
working in full force. When Julie’s mother introduces her to the family friend, Mr. 
Mishra, we see him slowly move his gaze from her face to her legs. The camera 
immediately takes over and a slow pan from Julie’s legs, exposed due to the short 
skirt, to her face is made. We also see lecherous expression on the family friend’s 
face. This could be a cue for his character since he would later in the film try to get 
sexual favours from Julie in exchange of a job. The camera’s gaze that reveals Julie 
from her legs to her face is observed one more time in the film. In the scene where 
Julie meets Shashi, her romantic partner, once again the camera intently focuses on 
her bare legs and moves upwards to reveal Julie. Immediately after the shot, a very 
impressed Shashi can be observed. While Shashi appears confident and is a little 
brash in his dialogues, Julie appears to be coy and shy.  
The sexual intercourse between Julie and Shashi “is a pure carnal act of lust 
between two individuals” (Kazmi, 2010). Julie was reluctant to indulge in any sexual 
activity. It was Shashi who convinces her to be his sexual partner. He does so by 
subtly blackmailing her by toying with her emotions. After Julie refuses in a coy 
manner his sexual advances, a visibly dejected Shashi says that “when I will return 
next time, you will find a new boyfriend”. This propels Julie to affirm her love for 
him. It is at his juncture that she promises to come next day in order to fulfil the 
sexual promise. In the scene, preceding the song that picturizes their sexual encounter, 
we once again see Shashi forcing his will in a subtle manner. He asks her to consume 
alcohol. She refuses and says “this is poison.” Shashi immediately replies “those who 
love…take poison wilfully.” The love-making scene between Julie and Shashi is 
picturized in the form of a song. Although the song is usual in terms of a typical 
Bollywood love song, in order to affirm the sexual nature of the song, the visuals 
show nude pictures in a magazine lying on the bed. Perhaps this is as far as the censor 
boards would allow to depict a scene involving sexual intimacy.  
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Another important aspect of the film is that the story is based on an Anglo-
Indian family. This community has been thoroughly underrepresented in Hindi 
cinema. What then was the reason behind setting the story in a Christian Anglo-Indian 
family? Ghose (2006) explains:  
Julie (1975) revolved around the theme of pre-marital sex. Julie, the 
protagonist, as the name suggests was not Hindu. She was an Anglo 
Indian and lived with her family in Goa. The fact that this story had 
to be centered on an Anglo Indian girl when that segment of society 
was highly underrepresented in Hindi cinema is worth noting. The 
story of a Hindu girl caught in a situation like this would not have 
gone down too well with the pre dominantly Hindu audience. And 
‘Julie’ was a decidedly not a Hindu name. (p. 7) 
The film is unrivalled when it comes to stereotyping Anglo-Indians. Julie’s 
father is a locomotive driver. While the community has long been associated with the 
railways and has made meaningful contributions to the Indian railways, Anglo-
Indians certainly were not confined to one profession only. The Christian identity of 
the family was amplified in various ways. Almost all the Anglo-Indian characters in 
Julie evoke Jesus Christ at some time or the other. They sport a pendant bearing the 
image of the cross. The Morris household prominently displays an image of the 
Christ. The stereotyping also includes food. In the very first scene, when Julie takes 
food to his father, an excited Morris mentions pork. The most disparaging 
commentary on the perceived Christian lifestyle comes from Julie herself. During a 
conversation between Mr. Bhattacharya and Julie, she mentions the fragrance of the 
incense sticks being burned in his home. She says “in our home we do not have any 
aroma but an odour all the time.” When Mr. Bhattacharya inquires about the source of 
this odour, she adds “it comes from rotting alcohol, cigarettes, fish and meat”. Writing 
about the portrayal of Anglo-Indians in Hollywood and Bollywood films, D’Cruz 
(2007) castigates Julie and writes that the director “Sethumadhaven’s treatment of 
Anglo-Indian life in post-independence India is, in turn, grotesque, comic and oddly 
sympathetic towards its ‘‘mixed-race’’ characters.” Further, D’ Cruz adds: 
In the diagetic world of Julie, Anglo-Indians represent modernity 
and sexuality. Far from being the dispossessed ‘‘poor relations’’ of 
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the British Raj, Anglo-Indians represent a lust for life, western life. 
From their clothes to their social customs, the film imbues Julie’s 
family with an energy that is progressive in its potential to refashion 
a secular, modern Indian cultural identity. Anglo-Indians are 
‘‘good-time’ people, always up for a drink, smoke and a song and 
dance routine. (p. 61--62) 
The sexuality of Julie is in sharp contrast with another female character in the 
film, Usha. Though she has a minor role in the film, her portrayal is opposite to that of 
Julie. As Gangoli (2005) points out, the “demureness of Vikram’s sari-clad sister 
contrast with Julie’s sensuality and miniskirts. Julie is presented to the audience both 
as seductress and victim, knowing and innocent.” Usha in Julie can be seen clad in 
simple saris throughout the film. Her character, that of a morally superior and 
religious woman, is affirmed by the manner in which she is introduced to the 
audience. Both Usha and her mother Mrs. Bhattacharya are revealed to the audience 
while performing a Hindu devotional song right in the beginning of the film.   
It is important to note that it is Usha and Mr. Bhattacharya that come to the 
rescue of Julie. Julie’s mother is against the marriage with Shashi and wants the baby 
to be left in an orphanage. She is also ready to leave India. It is at this time that Mr. 
Bhattacharya intervenes and reminds her that the baby belongs to her family too and 
should not be defined in terms of identities created by human beings. While the film 
was apparently about unwed motherhood, the monologue by Mr. Bhattacharya 
castigates Margaret for not accepting the baby because of his identity. He says to 
Margaret “have a look at the baby, and tell me whether he is a Hindu, Christian, 
Muslim, Indian or Anglo-Indian.” Mr. Bhattacharya is the saviour of Julie. Gangoli 
(2005) is of the opinion that the film is about the moral superiority of a Hindu family, 
as she writes,  
the film reaffirms the moral superiority of the Hindu family, first, in 
the contrast between the poverty and unhappiness in Julie’s 
household headed nominally by her weak father but effectively by 
the dominant and unsympathetic mother; and, the cohesion and 
smooth running of the Hindu family headed by the patriarch. This is 
unspoken but no less effective. Second, the Hindu patriarch displays 
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his magnanimity by accepting a fallen Christian woman as a 
daughter-in-law, playing into the Hindu fundamentalist agenda of 
constructing Hinduism as universally tolerant and accepting. (p. 151) 
4.4 Analysis of Selected Films from 1980 to 1990 
As a sign of things to come, the first set of economic reforms were introduced 
in this decade and the Indian economy began to open up to private businesses. This 
was also the time period when colour television was introduced to the Indians, and the 
first generation of Indian television viewers saw Rakesh Sharma, India’s first 
cosmonaut. On being inquired as to how does India look from space, he says the 
iconic words “Saare jahan se achha” (better than the whole world). 
The 1980s was also the decade of insurgencies, as the Punjab insurgency not 
only reared its head in this era, its outcome resulted in the assassination of Indira 
Gandhi on 31 October 1984. It was in 1980s itself that the seeds of militant separatism 
in Kashmir were sowed. The decade also bears the mark of one of the greatest 
tragedies in Indian history, when a toxic gas accidently released from a chemical plant 
in Bhopal killed thousands of people.  
According to Somaaya et al. (2012), this decade saw the emergence of family 
socials with regressive characters, with commercial cinema passing through ‘dark- 
ages’.  Films without solid plots or content, big-budgeted song numbers and 
fantastical sets were the order of the day. While commercial cinema was going 
through a low, art cinema continued to progress. Important art films such as Shyam 
Bengal’s Manthan (1980), Ketan Mehta’s Mirch Masala (1987), Govind Nihalani’s 
Ardh Satya (1983) and Saeed Akhtar Mirza’s Albert Pinto Ko Gussa Kyoon Aata Hai 
(1980) were made during this decade.  
The female avenger rose in the decade of 1980s. Gulzar et al. (2013) write 
“any actress worth her make-up clamoured to get into the leather trousers of a female 
avenger, wielding a whip and gun as she mimicked a male hero.” The action hero 
figure established in the previous decade continued with his fight against corruption 
and injustice and Amitabh Bachchan scaled new heights during this era. Popular 
cinema continued to deny space to women characters with occasional exceptions, and 
marriage drams with regressive characters became a popular genre. Keeping in mind 
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the strict codes of the censor board regarding nudity, the 1980s should be remember 
for one oddity – Mandakini’s waterfall song in Ram Teri Ganga Maili (1985). 
4.4.1 Prem Rog (The Disease of Love, 1982), Directed by Raj Kapoor  
Directed by Raj Kapoor, the noted actor and auteur of Hindi cinema, this film 
marks Kapoor’s return to the depiction of social issues. Manorama ‘Rama’ (Padmini 
Kolhapure), belongs to an upper-class north Indian feudal family of Thakurs (high 
class zamindars or feudal lords). The family is presided by Bade Raja Thakur 
(Shammi Kapoor), who is the patriarch of the family and a commanding figure in the 
town. Next in hierarchy comes Chhote Thakur Virendra Singh (Kulbhushan 
Kharbanda), father of Manorama. The females in the house include Badi Maa 
(Sushma Seth) – the senior lady of the family and a thoroughly religious woman – and 
Chhoti Maa (Nanda), Manorama’s mother.  
Rama is pampered to a fault and saunters in town on a horse driven coach like 
a princess. She meets Devdhar ‘Dev’, cousin brother of Radha (Kiran Vairale), a maid 
in the house and the son of the local priest (Om Prakash) in hilarious circumstances. 
Dev instantly develops a liking for her. The young couple indulge in Bollywood-style 
frolics and while Dev is definitely in love with her, Rama being the naïve little girl 
only gives the impression that she loves him. Rama’s family fixes her marriage to 
Kunwar Narendra Pratap Singh (Vijayendra Ghatge), scion of a wealthy and powerful 
family of feudal lords. Rama is excited about marriage and soon is married with pomp 
and splendour. The film takes a bleak turn when on the fourth day of the marriage 
Rama’s husband dies in a road accident. A grief-stricken Rama returns to her home as 
a widow. Orthodox traditions that ostracize widows in Hinduism await her at the 
home, where she is greeted by a crowd of white-dressed widows, who are present to 
take part in the head-shaving ceremony that a widow must undergo according to 
‘rituals’. She is saved from the humiliating ritual by her sister-in-law Raj Rani 
(Tanuja), who takes her back to her husband’s home. Rama’s stay at her in-law’s 
place is short-lived and traumatic, as one stormy night she is raped by Raja Virendra 
Pratap Singh (Raza Murad), her brother-in-law. 
Rama once again returns to her home and has to live a life as a widow. She 
cannot indulge in good food, cannot use footwear, must wear white all the times and 
sleep in a bare room. All colours and zest from her life are drained and the erstwhile 
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princess lives the life of a pauper. Meanwhile, Dev has returned to the town and has 
not given up on his romantic ambitions. He tries to court a reluctant Rama, who time 
and again insists that she has changed and will not reciprocate his feelings. Dev is 
mocked and humiliated by the people of the town who are against him breaking the 
taboo, that is romancing a widow. Rama’s father, upon hearing his daughter’s alleged 
relationship, assaults Dev and viciously beat him. Rama’s father also intends to send 
her back to her in-law’s place. Rama’s rapist Raja Virendra Pratap Singh arrives to 
take her back. Meanwhile, Rama’s mother, Chhoti Maa informs Bade Raja Thakur 
that Rama has been raped. Bade Raja is horrified to hear the news and immediately 
summons Dev. He orders Dev to elope with Rama. Dev Refuses and says that he will 
marry her. Rama overhears her father’s and rapist Raja Virendra Pratap Singh’s plan 
to murder Dev and immediately rushes to inform him. Rama’s father arrives with his 
henchmen at Dev’s place and a chaotic fight take place. People of the town turn up to 
help Dev and a long action sequence takes place. By the end of the fight both Rama’s 
father and Raja Virendra Pratap are killed. It is Bade Raja Thakur that shoots and kills 
Raja Virendra Pratap. He gives his blessings to the couple and in the last scene of the 
movie we see Rama and Dev getting married.  
Prem Rog, ostensibly a love story, is a commentary on the plight of widows in 
India. It is among a series of movies with female protagonists made by Raj Kapoor in 
the 1970s and 1980s. The film is roughly divided in two parts – the first half deals 
with Rama’s life as a carless girl full of life and vitality and the other part deals with 
her life as a widow. The film introduces Rama as a naïve and pampered child of a 
royal family. In the first scene depicting Rama, she can be seen complaining to a 
servant about her slippers being moved from the designated position. Rama’s naiveté 
and innocence has been emphasized with great detail. She can be seen carelessly 
flirting with Dev without taking into account his feelings. While Raj Kapoor had a 
penchant for showing his heroines in a sexually attractive manner (a case in point, 
Mandakini in Ram Teri Ganga Maili, 1985), Rama’s sexual depiction has been kept 
to a minimum, though the audience is presented with several shots of cleavage in the 
film. In one song [Mohabbat hai kya cheez, (What is this thing called love)], we see 
Rama sitting beside a lake, dangling her feet in the water. The song is a fantasy-like 
sequence and Rama can be seen dancing seductively. To add to the sexual nature of 
the song, a belly dancer is also introduced. While Rama has been imbued with almost 
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Lolita-like qualities, her sexual naiveté is almost breath-taking. In a conversation with 
Radha, who has been recently married, she can be seen asking all sorts of innocent, 
albeit foolish questions.  
After the death of Rama’s husband, her life turns upside down. She is forced 
to follow one orthodox ritual after another. It is important to note that it is women 
who are main enforcers of widow-related traditions in the movie. After she returns to 
her home, Rama is greeted with a sight of crowd of white-dressed widows in the 
courtyard of her home. The head of the group, a senior widow, is adamant about 
Rama getting her head shaved. She is the one who curses Rama for bringing bad luck 
to her husband’s family. The senior widow referring to the death of her husband says, 
“those who lost a son must be cursing their fate…they must have fixed this marriage 
in cursed times.” The only people who oppose the head shaving ceremony are Rama’s 
mother and her uncle, the patriarch of the house, Bade Raja Thakur. Her aunt, Badi 
Maa, is equally adamant about Rama following the ceremony. She says “we need to 
follow the rules and traditions…otherwise we would be ostracized by the 
community.” The shaving of the head is an age-old tradition in India, where women 
who have lost their husbands must be bare-headed after the death.  The ritual is aimed 
towards making the widow sexually unattractive. The horror of the ceremony is aptly 
captured in the movie. In one shot, we see the barber’s hand sharpening a razor on 
stone and a petrified Rama looking at the razor. The shot continues and the barber 
places the blade on Rama’s forehead. Just as he is about to shear off the hair, Rama is 
saved when her sister-in-law Raj Rani enters and says “how could anybody think of 
shaving such beautiful hair.”  It is important to note that the shaving of the hair is the 
only practice Rama opposes. She bears the rest of the orthodox practices without 
complaining. Tonsuring of the head as a practice originated in South India and is 
followed by upper class North Indian Hindus also (Nayar, 2006). Though the practice 
has abated somewhat, it is still followed in some parts of India.  
Prem Rog captures the plight of widows in many scenes. Many rituals and 
practices that a widow is forced to follow are shown in the movie. For instance, 
widows are not allowed to wear any footwear. They must tread barefoot. In one scene, 
when Rama is getting ready for the head-shaving ceremony, she tries to slip her feet 
in sandals, only to find her maid removing the sandals and saying to her “you cannot 
wear this anymore.” As part of the traditions that are forced on a widow, Rama must 
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also not indulge in any gourmet food. She should satisfy herself with the simplest and 
blandest of food, as any sumptuous food might excite desire (“Smashed bangles and 
no red sarees”, 2016).  Rama also has to leave her well-decorated and comfortable 
room for a room with the barest necessities. Reddy (2004) explains the plight of 
widows in Problems of Widows in India 
in India widowhood is not just transition from one marital status to 
another after the death of the husband. Entering into widowhood is 
more hazardous, painful and humiliating to a widow than to a 
widower because of the discrimination, ritual sanctions of the society 
against widows. With the result, widows in India not only suffer with 
social and economic sanctions but also face many psychological 
consequences, loneliness and in many cases deprivation causing 
emotional disturbances and imbalance. (p. i) 
Although Prem Rog does justice to the issue of widow-hood to an extent, by 
raising it at least, the film’s focus, though, is on the practices and traditions, not on 
Rama’s resistance. Rama bears all the humiliation and pain without complaining. The 
most drastic change in her character is that she has turned religious inexplicably. 
Before the death of her husband, Rama is sketched as a careless fun-loving girl. Later, 
we see her going to temples and mentioning religious activities. No reason has been 
given for her sudden change. Widowhood and religious nature seem to be 
synonymous for her. During a conversation between Rama and Dev, he asks the 
reasons behind her food being such a simple affair. Rama replies, “Badi Maa says this 
kind of food is suitable for widows…it brings tranquillity to the soul and one is not 
plagued by evil thoughts.” A visibly angry Dev says “this food assures that one lives 
like a corpse.” The primary resistance to the practices forced on widows come from 
Dev, not Rama. Dev, in Prem Rog, acts as a saviour to Rama and continuously speaks 
against the orthodox traditions and blind faith that plagues Indian society. Perhaps, 
Dev’s liberal nature comes from him being studying and pursuing PhD, as mentioned 
in the movie. Dev is an idealist and an iconoclast in the movie. His dialogues and 
actions continuously dismantle the old traditions. In one scene, when Rama is exiting 
a temple, he brings sandals for Rama and slips them in her feet. The town people are 
incensed and they try to humiliate him. Dev gives a befitting reply “can anyone of you 
tell me if a girl has turned widow…is it because of her doing? The sun does not stop 
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giving its warmth to such women…the flowers do not stop giving their fragrance to 
such women...then why do you people force her to walk barefoot…eat insipid 
food…why cannot she laugh like other women…why cannot she be happy like other 
women!”  
4.4.2 Zakhmi Aurat (Wounded Woman, 1988), Directed by Avtar Bhogal  
Zakhmi Aurat is perhaps the only known and remembered film of the director 
Avtar Bhogal, who made two more films on women-related issues, namely Aaj Ki 
Aurat (1993) and Honour Killing (2015).  
The film opens up with a fast moving montage of newspaper clippings 
mentioning news stories of rape. Right from the first scene, the director makes it clear 
that rape is the central theme of the movie. Kiran Dutt (Dimple Kapadia) is a young 
and brave police officer. She is upright and hates criminals and crime with a 
vengeance. The movie establishes the character of Kiran with a long scene of her 
riding a motorcycle on busy roads with a flair and style usually reserved for male 
action heroes. While she dexterously manages the traffic perched on her motor bike, a 
song in the background – “she will protect herself…she is a woman of current 
times…gone are the days of dependence…she is a woman of current times – further 
establishes her character. The movie picks up pace after several scenes that establish 
the bravery and daredevil nature of the female police officer. Kiran saves a woman 
from a rape attempt and arrests the accused. The case goes to court where the rapist’s 
defence lawyer, a shrewd and smart advocate called Mahendra Nath (Anupam Kher), 
saves him from punishment by courtroom astuteness. Kiran and the rape victim are 
left devastated by the verdict. Immediately after the court room scene, a song 
intervenes and informs the audience that Kiran is deeply in love with Suraj (Raj 
Babbar), her fiancée, and the duo have got plans of marriage.  
The police officer’s life is turned upside down when she is gang-raped by four 
criminal-type elements who enter her home at night and force themselves upon her. A 
traumatized Kiran is in hospital when she meets a helpful and caring doctor, Asha 
Mehta (Rama Vij). The narrative of the film takes a turn and the audience is 
introduced to Asha and her family. Asha has a school going daughter and a loving 
husband. Just after introducing Asha and her family to the audience, another rape 
happens in the film. The victim is Asha’s daughter. Her husband accuses her of being 
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careless with the child and leaves her. Meanwhile, Kiran is totally traumatized by the 
sexual assault and is trying to battle the mental trauma. It is at this time that she and 
Asha bond over as victims, and become friends. Kiran’s case goes to the court and 
this time, too, the accused are defended by the same defence lawyer, Mahendra Nath. 
Through employing falsehood and verbosity, the lawyer is shown saving the rapists 
for one more time.  
The film introduces another rape victim. This time, it is the sister of a 
Hyderabadi woman called Salma. Her sister is in a stupor-like condition and Salma 
feels her pain too. Salma writes a letter to Kiran and shares her grief. Kiran is 
receiving many such letters from other women across the country and she along with 
Asha decide to call a meeting of all such women. A meeting is convened. All the 
present women share two things, a hatred for men who prey on women and complete 
disdain for the system which has repeatedly failed them. While the women are 
pondering on how to punish men who freely roam the streets and assault women with 
impunity, Asha, the doctor, provides a solution to the problem. The only way to 
punish such men and to deter others from committing sexual crimes is to castrate 
them. Soon, a plan is hatched. Kiran would use her powers as a police officer and 
provide details of rapists who were not convicted. The man would be targeted in a 
honey-trap-like manner and Asha being the doctor would castrate him. The plan is set 
into motion and the rapists are targeted in a meticulous manner. While the women 
vigilantes are targeting the men on street, another rape attempt occurs. This time it is 
the daughter of the advocate who specializes in saving rapists. The men, incidentally, 
are the same criminals whom he saved from punishment in Kiran’s rape case. Kiran 
being the upright police officer tracks down the criminals and saves the lawyer’s 
daughter. However, she makes it sure that he realises that as a lawyer he was doing a 
wrong and morally reprehensible work.  
Salma, meanwhile, has locked down to another rapist, Sukhdev (Puneet Issar), 
the same criminal who was amongst the men who raped Kiran. He, like the rest of the 
rapists, is castrated. At this time in the film, doctor Asha finds the same man on the 
operating table who had raped her daughter. In a fit of rage, she murders him and 
commits suicide. Sukhdev, the rapist, is publicly humiliated on account of him being 
an ‘eunuch’. He attacks Kiran’s home once again, and in the ensuing action sequence 
shoots himself after being surrounded by police and Kiran.  
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The film once again moves to a courtroom scene. Kiran is being tried for 
being a vigilante and breaking the law. The lawyer, Mahendra Nath, has completely 
transformed himself and this time he is defending Kiran from the alleged crimes. 
Kiran accepts all allegations and delivers a passionate speech on the loopholes in the 
judicial system that rapists exploit to escape justice. Kiran’s fervour and uprightness 
impresses the audience. Suraj’s mother is in the audience and is moved by Kiran’s 
monologue. She has previously rejected Kiran as her daughter-in-law. Suraj’s mother 
publicly declares Kiran as her daughter-in-law. The film ends with a shot of Kiran’s 
silhouette running on a beach.  
Zakhmi Aurat clearly falls into the category of the rape-revenge genre. This 
particular genre has been popular in both Hollywood and Bollywood. In Rape-
Revenge Film: A Critical Study, Heller-Nicholas (2011) offers a simple definition of 
rape-revenge genre, “at its most basic level, a rape-revenge film is one whereby a rape 
that is central to the narrative is punished by an act of vengeance, either by the victim 
themselves or by an agent”. While Zakhmi Aurat aptly fits the definition, the act of 
vengeance is not solely directed against a single rapist, but Kiran’s ire is directed 
against the whole breed of rapists.  
Castration may appear to be an extreme solution to the crime of rape, but the 
film’s answer to the issue of rape falls into the sensibilities of the time. The film was 
released in 1988, and film historian Firoze Rangoonwala defines this decade as the 
‘age of violence’ (Rangoonwala, 1993; cited in Gopalan, 1997). The decade itself will 
be known for portrayal of women as ‘hardened, cynical, vengeful creatures’ in films 
such as Commando (1985), Sherni (1988), Khoon Bhari Maang (1988), Khoon Bahaa 
Ganga Mein (1988), etc. (Rahman, 1998; cited in Gopalan, 1997). Some critics have 
pointed to the unreal solution for rape offered by the film (Gopalan, 1997). A more 
nuanced and balanced solution may not have sit well with the audience, after all 
Zakhmi Aurat is a Bollywood film and needs to pander to the commercial demands of 
the industry. And violence is an all-time hit formula for the success of any film, 
particularly a rape-revenge film. Moreover, the violence is hinted in a scene where 
Suraj is consoling a mentally traumatized Kiran. He hands over the Hindu religious 
book Bhagvad Gita and a revolver to Kiran. In one shot, we see Kiran’s face in 
between the religious book and the gun. He exhorts her to use the book as her guiding 
principle and the gun as Shakti or power.  
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Kiran in Zakhmi Aurat becomes an avenging woman and targets the rapists in 
a meticulous manner along with the help of other members of her group. Before she 
dons the role of a vigilante, it is pertinent to note that her character falls victim to the 
notions of purity, impurity and honour long associated with Indian women, both in 
cinema and in society. This is evident from the dialogue exchange between Kiran and 
Suraj. When he comes to meet her at the hospital, she says “everything has 
changed…me, you and this society…people who used to look at me with respect have 
hatred and sympathy in their eyes now.” She uses the analogy of ganga-jal (water 
from the river Ganges considered holy by Hindus) and alcohol to talk about ‘purity’ 
and ‘impurity’. She says, “even if you mix a drop of liquor in ganga-jal, the entire 
ganga-jal is polluted.” Doctor Asha consoles Kiran and says “you are punishing 
yourself for a crime you didn’t commit…being a doctor, I assure you that both your 
body and soul are still pure.” Unable to bear the mental trauma, Kiran is haunted by 
nightmares and she pleads Suraj to save her from the pain. Kiran’s conversation with 
Asha further explains her mental condition. She says “every day I try to wash this filth 
away, but it does not go…I am ashamed of myself.”  
The stigma and shame associated with rape are further articulated by Suraj’s 
mother. Suraj is adamant about marrying Kiran, but his mother, after Kiran’s rape, is 
against the idea. She uses the word patita (fallen woman) to describe Kiran and says 
to Suraj “you won’t be the first man in her life.” She uses the example of Ahalya (a 
figure in the Hindu epic Ramayana. Wife of a sage, Ahalya is seduced by a god and 
cursed by her husband for infidelity, she is freed from the curse by Rama). Suraj’s 
mother further uses the example of the ‘ordeal by fire,’ Sita (consort of god Rama in 
Ramayana, and a highly revered Hindu deity) has to undergo in order to prove her 
chastity. The use of religious motifs by Suraj’s mother is an attempt to cast her as an 
orthodox woman who believes in the concept of ‘purity’ as defined by religious texts. 
She also uses society to justify her opposition to the marriage and voices her concern 
in Bollywood terms, “how will we face the society…how will we make the society 
understand?” 
Kiran in Zakhmi Aurat has come a long way as a rape victim in Hindi cinema. 
In precolonial India, films that centred on rape victims often had the victim “living 
compromised lives and or committing suicide” (Gupta-Cassale, 2000). In post-
colonial India, the condition of rape victims improved considerably, but the stigma 
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remained. In the Indian cinema of the 1960s and 1970s, when denied justice within a 
corrupt and male-oriented legal system, “women’s response to the trauma of rape and 
violation had been passive disobedience, silent protest and initialization of shame and 
guilt to the point of madness or temporary hysteria” (Gupta-Cassale, 2000). As time 
progressed, the meek victim of the past transformed into a revenge-seeking woman, 
who would not stop until she has avenged. Kiran epitomizes such woman. However, 
Kiran’s journey from a traumatized rape victim to a merciless avenger is not seamless. 
She is helped in the journey by Suraj. “His emotional and moral support and 
unconventional assumption that their marriage would go ahead, represents a radical 
departure from the normal shocked reaction to such an experience in the popular 
cinema” (Vasudev, 1991). When Kiran is at the lowest ebb of her will and about to 
resign from the job, Suraj steps in and exhorts her not to give up and continue to fight. 
In a telling scene, Suraj gives a religious book, the Bhagvad Geeta, and a pistol to 
Kiran  
the scene is significant because Suraj not only exhorts her to 
continue ‘radiating’ truth (her name Kiran literally means ’ray’), but 
plays on the so-obvious symbolism of his own name, Suraj, which 
means sun: implying thus that she needs his light to radiate outward. 
He ends this scene by handing her the Bhagavad Geeta and her 
pistol, declaring, ‘Yeh rahe tumhaare siddhanth, aur ye rahee 
tumharee shakti’ (Here are your principles [to fight for justice] and 
here is your power). Equally revealing is the male-female dynamic, 
which is enacted in this scene: it is the male strength of principles 
and ideals that endorse her female energy, as symbolized even in the 
linguistic gendering of siddhantha as male noun, and shakti as 
female. He hands her the tools for her revenge; her feminist 
resistance has been sanctioned by male ideals. (Gupta-Cassale, 2000, 
p. 239) 
Thus, it can be argued that the empowerment of Kiran came at the hands of a male. 
Another pertinent observation is that though Suraj encourages her to be an avenger, he 
does not help her in bringing about the change.  
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As compared to other films of the era that depicted a rape scene, such as 
Insaaf Ka Tarazu (Scales of Justice, 1980), Kiran’s rape in Zakhmi Aurat was not 
sexualized. Gopalan (1997) writes  
the rape scene returns to the bedroom familiar from Insaaf Ka 
Tarazu, but with a twist. Refusing to linger on Inspector Kiran Dutt’s 
body as the rapists strip her, the film instead focuses on the rapists as 
they tear down her jeans and fling them on the ceiling fan. The 
unrepresentativeness of the actual sexual act in this rape scene 
climaxes through a series of shot/reverse-shots of fetishized objects - 
the ceiling fan and a medium closeup shot of Kiran's screaming face. 
(p. 49) 
Vasudev (1991) is also of the opinion that Kiran’s rape scene was not exploited for 
sexual purposes. He writes that Kiran’s rape is  
 a far cry from Insaaf Ka Tarazu (‘The scales of justice’) made a 
decade earlier by one of Bombay's leading director-producers B R 
Chopra. The rape in this film of the glamorous star of the era, Zeenat 
Aman, is shown with a wealth of lascivious detail in which the 
camera becomes both voyeur and rapist. (p. 8) 
Zakhmi Aurat is different from Insaaf Ka Tarazu in one more aspect. Insaaf Ka 
Tarazu “conformed to the comfortable notion that if a woman is raped she must have 
invited it, a notion strongly rejected in Zakhmi Aurat” (Vasudev, 1991). However, the 
film takes a detour when it comes to the picturization of another rape scene in the 
movie. Kiran is not the only woman to be raped in Zakhmi Aurat. The film is replete 
with rapes and attempt of rapes. Salma, Kiran’s friend and part of her group that 
wrecks vengeance on men, in order to lure a man to the operating table gets into the 
car of the rapist. The scene inexplicably breaks into a song, followed by a rain. Wet 
clothes and rain have long been used in Bollywood to sexualize and titillate the 
audience. It was not uncommon to find a rain song in many films of the 1980s. 
However, in Zakhmi Aurat, the rain is unnecessarily used to create sexual thrill in a 
scene depicting sexual assault. During Salma’s rape attempt, not only the rapist 
partially disrobes her, exposing the bare legs, the rain makes the visuals more sexually 
appeasing for the male audience.  
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Kiran confronts her rapist Sukhdev in the climactic scene and reminds him of 
the irreparable damage she has done to his masculinity. She says, “where will you run 
now? You have been rendered ‘useless’ for life. We castrated you and made you 
impotent. I could have killed you, but you will suffer a far worse punishment, you will 
live like an ‘incomplete-man’…we have ended your progeny.” Furious at the harsh 
words, the rapist retorts “it is you who have been destroyed…nobody will marry you 
now.” It is at this moment that Suraj intervenes and says “I will marry her.” 
Discussing this scene, Gupta-Cassale (2000) is of the opinion that it is the male’s 
(Suraj’s) validation that provides credence to Kiran’s fight against the system. “The 
sympathetic male ally, Suraj, comes to Kiran’s ‘rescue’ by publicly reaffirming his 
love and desire to marry her. Once again, the act of female resistance, no matter how 
legally culpable, is sanctioned on moral grounds as attested by the male sympathizer.” 
Gupta-Cassale (2000) further explains 
 This validation carries even greater social and symbolic resonance 
in the film because of the male ally’s high moral (fond and dutiful 
son) and professional (doctor) character. The ‘heroic’ liberalism 
expressed in his unflinching espousal of the heroine despite her 
’compromised’ situation would appeal to the idealistic sentiments of 
the very same spectator group that would disavow emulating it in the 
real world. (p. 240) 
Gupta-Cassale’s (2000) explanation of the male validation holds water since in the 
last scene of the movie, when Kiran gives a passionate defence of her actions, we 
never hear the court’s verdict. Instead, Suraj’s mother steps forward and publicly 
accepts Kiran as her future daughter-in-law. Not only Suraj, but his mother also 
endorses Kiran’s actions. 
4.5 Analysis of Selected Films from 1990 to 2000 
The defining feature of this decade was the liberalization of the economy and 
the political, social and cultural changes it introduced. The decade would also be 
remembered for the rise of the right-wing forces in the country, one of the 
manifestations of which was the demolition of the Babri mosque and the communal 
riots that ensued. The Kashmir insurgency became another problem that India had to 
deal with in this time period.  
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Rise of the bourgeoisie family in India during the 1990s saw the enshrinement 
of middle-class values in Hindi cinema, with family dramas involving a romance 
getting mass approval from the audience. Romance, the staple diet of Bollywood, 
remained the defining feature, albeit the films became more slick and stylish. The 
films also began to show growing connection with west, with the Indianness and 
Westerness often in direct clash. It was also the time for the test of Indian values 
across the transnational Indian family. It goes without saying that the Indian values 
prevailed. With the super success of Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jaenge (1995), the Punjabi 
bhangra often became a common ingredient of Bollywood songs with a Punjabi 
setting for a story finding more space in Hindi films.  
4.5.1 Damini (Lightning, 1993) Directed by Raj Kumar Santoshi 
The film is known for Meenakshi Sheshadri’s role as Damini and considered 
as her best performance. She was nominated in the best actress category during the 
39th Filmfare awards. The director Rajkumar Santoshi won the best director award in 
the Filmfare Awards, followed by Sunny Deol who won the Filmfare as well as the 
National Film Award for the best supporting actor category.  
Shekhar Gupta (Rishi Kapoor), a rich industrialist, meets and falls in love with 
Damini (Meenakshi Sheshadri), a small town dancer who comes from a poor family. 
She lacks money but is of ‘upright’ and ‘honest’ character. Shekhar convinces his 
reluctant family to let him marry her. A married Damini enters his home and finds 
myriad of characters – Mr. Gupta (Kulbhushan Kharbanda), Shekhar’s dad and a 
reasonable man, Mrs. Gupta (Rohini Hattangadi), his mother and a vamp-like woman, 
Shekhar’s younger brother, Rakesh (Ashwin Kaushal), a good for nothing spoiled 
brat, and Shekhar’s uncle (Tinu Anand). The young couple are enjoying a blissful 
married life. The peace in their life is shattered when Damini witnesses the rape of 
Urmi (Prajakta) – the maid of the house. Urmi is forcibly raped by Rakesh and his 
friends who take advantage of revelries during the festival of Holi. Both Shekhar and 
Damini witness the act but are not able to help Urmi. The rapists, meanwhile, dump 
the body of Urmi on road. Shekhar and his father Mr. Gupta have not filed a police 
report, as they are concerned with the dishonour that would come to their family if the 
news became public. Damini, meanwhile, is traumatized with the experience and is 
shocked to hear that the family has not informed the police about the incident. 
130 
Shekhar temporarily convinces Urmi to be quiet about the rape. An adamant inspector 
Kadam (Vijayendra Ghatge) is investigating the affair and knows that Damini was an 
eyewitness to the crime. The inspector convinces Damini to come out with the truth, 
and Damini’s statement is recorded. Mr. Gupta has hired a cunning lawyer, Indrajit 
Chaddha (Amrish Puri), to defend his son. It is soon revealed that even the police 
have ulterior motives and are guided by greed to investigate the rape. Damini is 
confronted by Shekhar’s family for ‘betraying’ them. She is thrown out of the house. 
The case goes to the court and the shrewd lawyer Indrajit Chaddha manages to 
convince the judge that Damini is mentally unstable and cannot be relied upon. The 
judge adjourns the case for the time being and orders Damini to be interned in a 
mental asylum. 
Damini’s experience in the asylum is horrific but she manages to escape. It is 
at this time that she meets Govind (Sunny Deol). An alcoholic former lawyer, Govind 
is also disillusioned with the system. He lost his wife in a hit and run case and could 
not get justice as the case became entangled in legal limbo. Damini narrates her story 
and convinces Govind to take up her case. Govind is an astute lawyer and an old foe 
of Indrajit Chaddha. The two legal hotshots clash in the courtroom and Govind gains 
the upper hand. Indrajit Chaddha, unable to win in the court, engineers an assault on 
Damini, hoping that she would be killed before she reaches the court. The attack is 
unsuccessful and Damini reaches the court in the nick of the time. Damini gives a 
passionate speech on the injustices meted out to common folks by the insensitive 
courts. She implicates everybody, the police, the judiciary and the rich, in making a 
mockery of the justice system. Damini’s monologue moves everybody including the 
judge who finally pronounces the verdict in favour of Damini and convicts all the 
rapists. The judge, as a tribute to Damini’s steadfastness, names the judgement after 
her.   
Damini is shown as a crusader who would fight for the truth come hell or high 
water. The opening credits of the film have a text slide, bearing Mahatma Gandhi’s 
quote: “There is a higher court than courts of justice and that is the court of 
conscience. It supersedes all other courts”.  Damini has been equated with Gandhi in 
the film, as it is her conscience that keeps her running and fighting for justice. She has 
been infused with all sets of qualities in the film that defines her as a righteous 
woman.  
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Damini is a commentary on how a woman’s body is exploited and if 
somebody fights for the justice, her voice, too, is silenced using patriarchal values 
(Pamecha, 2002). As Shekhar’s family members repeatedly use the word ‘honour’ to 
describe their situation. According to them, their ‘honour’ would be besmirched if 
Damini goes to court. Damini, however, is determined to speak the truth. She goes to 
court and punishment is meted out to the criminals. What propels Damini to be a 
relentless crusader in search for justice for a rape victim? Her truthfulness, 
uprightness and a conscience as defined by Mahatma Gandhi. But the single more 
important reason is that she, as a woman, is able to relate to the victim. Damini is so 
traumatized by the experience of being a witness to the rape that she is haunted by 
nightmares. In one of the horrifying dream sequences, she imagines herself in Urmi’s 
place. Rape is a crime with many consequences – one of them is that it often results in 
a protracted legal battle, humiliation and public exposure (Pamecha, 2002). Though 
the number of reported cases of rape in India are rising, many rape cases in India are 
not reported. The victim’s family wants to avoid the limelight and humiliation that 
comes from being a rape victim in Indian society. Damini captures the horror of a 
rape litigation in detail.  During the trial, when Damini is standing in the witness box, 
Indrajit Chaddha insists on revealing the gory details of the crime. He asks “where 
were the hands of the alleged rapists…on the legs or on the thighs?” He repeatedly 
grills her on other such details. During the climactic scene of the movie, Damini 
finally answers such questions and says to Indrajit Chaddha “the portion beneath the 
neck is called bosom, and it is from here that a mother feeds her new-born.” Using 
rather brilliant dialogues, Damini makes it clear to the lawyer and to the public that a 
woman’s body is not merely a rapist’s playground, that it cannot be reduced to sexual 
terms only, that a woman’s body has a greater function, namely to nourish and sustain 
new life. 
Unlike many other films depicting rapes, the rape scene in this film has not 
been sexualized. As Chatterji (1998) explains, the rape scene in Damini “is shot 
beautifully, without a single graphic shot of the rape, the wall behind getting 
splattered with blood, and the sounds of the Holi revelry effectively drowning the 
anguished cries of the girl and of Damini.” Chatterji (1998) further adds that “Damini 
discreetly and rightly resists the temptation of reducing the rape trial into a 
pornographic melodrama with the court taking the place of proscenium.” The film’s 
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focus, instead, is on the psychological impact of the rape. This impact, however, has 
not been channelized on Urmi, the actual rape victim, but on Damini. The film is 
different from other rape films in another aspect. Damini does not offer a solution that 
involves breaking the law. Instead, all solutions to the issue of rape have been 
provided within the ambit of law. Moreover, the film taking pot-shots on the 
establishment, judiciary, media and the police makes it clear that they have failed the 
victims of rape repeatedly. The film also mentions the public who is often silent and 
urges the people to follow their conscience, as according to Mahatma Gandhi ‘No 
court is higher that one’s conscience’.  While the film may sound like a bit 
melodramatic at places, according to Pamecha (2002), this is a film with social 
message and the “story borrows a great deal from reality.” It should be noted that like 
all films involving a woman fighting her battle, in Damini, too, the woman has a 
partner who helps her, a male. In the film, we find the lawyer Govind’s role as that of 
a supporter to Damini’s cause. Damini according to Rajan (2000) qualifies “women’s 
autonomous resistance by including male partners to witness, support and legitimize 
their actions.”  
When Damini is exploited, forced into an asylum, and subjugated by the 
system, we see her in a different form. In one scene, we see Damini performing the 
tandava (divine dance performed by lord shiva). The dance can be a source of 
creation or destruction. Damini takes the cue to dance after witnessing a crowd taking 
an idol of goddess Durga. The message is clear: Damini will take the form of 
Durga—the slayer of evil. Chatterji (1998) explains the scene: 
the rising crescendo of a procession engaged in taking an actual idol 
of Durga for immersion motivates her to run away. As she begins to 
run, she is chased, the chase itself is preceded by a scene of Damini’s 
apotheosis. She assumes the form of the phallic mother goddess as a 
forewarning of the inevitable fact that if she does not try to free 
herself she will be killed. (p. 48--49) 
The use of religious motifs to portray women, particularly to depict the wrath of 
women in Hindi cinema, is not a new phenomenon. Hindi films evoke mother 
goddesses to depict a range of women’s emotions such as motherhood and anger. The 
use of goddesses Durga and Kali are common when the filmmaker wishes to show an 
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avenging woman or a righteous woman about to correct the wrongs and injustices 
inflicted on her. Chatterji (1998) is of the opinion that a chiefly man-managed film 
industry is responsible for the “use misuse and abuse of myth to create, exaggerate 
and distort a female character.” It is true that in the Hindi film industry all aspects of 
film production, from creation of content to distribution of prints, are managed by 
men, but what connection does this have with the portrayal of women as mother 
goddesses? Perhaps, the answer lies in the man’s inability to see women in normal 
human terms. She will either be oppressed, exploited or raped, or she will rise as Kali 
or Durga to destroy all her enemies. Women characters in Hindi cinema as created by 
male scriptwriters and male directors will live the life in extremes, ultimately 
upholding the image of women as envisaged by a man. The obsession with mother 
goddesses can also be explained in terms of Hindi cinema’s attempt to push forward a 
dominant cultural narrative, a narrative that only has space for the elite, rich, powerful 
and upper class Hindus. It is in this narrative that mother goddess of upper class 
Hindus appear and reappear in Hindi films. This can be further explained by the 
success of Hum Aapke Hain Kaun (1994), the definitive hit film of the decade. 
Calling it “the most Banal superhit in the history of Indian cinema,” Bharucha (1995) 
explains the movie: “this is a film that is obviously in tune with the ‘liberalization’ of 
our times, while being thoroughly grounded in the signs of a homogenized, upper 
class, upper caste Hindu constituency.”  
4.5.2 Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (I Have Given My Heart Away Darling, 1999), 
Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali 
Released in the penultimate year of the decade, Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam was 
a success both in terms of commercial achievements and at the 45th Filmfare awards, 
where it was nominated in multiple categories. The film grabbed the Filmfare for the 
Best Film, Best Director, Best actress, Best Playback Singer, Best Background Score 
and the Best Chorography award category. The film was also an important 
breakthrough for Aishwarya Rai.  
Sameer (Salman Khan), a singer, has come to India from Italy to learn the 
craft of classical music from a veteran music maestro Pundit Durbar (Vikram 
Gokhale). The maestro is the patriarch of a large Gujrati family where various 
members of the extended family live in happiness. Nandini (Aishwarya Rai), daughter 
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of Pundit Durbar, is loved by all and is a girl full of life and vitality. Sameer is 
besotted by Nandini at the first meeting and the couple fall in love in typical 
Bollywood fashion. Nandini’s family has fixed her marriage with Vanraj (Ajay 
Devgan). A lawyer by profession, Vanraj is a simple man who lacks the looks and the 
good voice that Sameer has. There is an incident that disturbs the otherwise happy 
family. One of the daughters of the family, Anupama (Sheeba Chaddha), unhappy 
with her married life, elopes with her lover. The males of the family including her 
father and Pundit Durbar are incensed and see this as an affront to the family’s 
honour. Incidentally, a jealous aunt complains to Pundit Durbar about Nandini’s 
romance with Sameer. An enraged Pundit Durbar immediately seeks Nandini, only to 
find her in a loving embrace of Sameer. Pundit Darbar, in lieu of Gurudakshina (a 
Vedic concept; the traditional repaying of a student’s debt after the completion of 
studies), asks Sameer not to ever meet or try to meet Nandini. A heartbroken Sameer 
leaves for Italy. Nandini, too, is aggrieved and braces herself for the coming marriage 
with Vanraj. They are married, but Nandini is not able to accept Vanraj and her 
behaviour remains cold and aloof. Perplexed, Vanraj repeatedly asks Nandini the 
reason behind her aloofness. He soon finds the reason – a love letter Sameer wrote to 
Nandini. Initially enraged at the discovery, Vanraj makes a strange choice for a 
husband. He decides to leave for Italy along with Nandini in order to find her lost 
love, Sameer.  
The film moves to the picturesque locations of Italy (actually shot in 
Budapest, Hungry), where the married couple try to locate Sameer. They try 
unsuccessfully for a long time but are unable to locate Sameer. Nandini and Vanraj 
meet an unfortunate incident in the form of a robbery and Nandini is shot and injured. 
Vanraj nurses Nandini lovingly and the couple move somewhat closer. Soon, they are 
able to locate Sameer and it was decided that Nandini would surprise Sameer at a 
musical event. Sameer and Nandini finally meet, but surprisingly Nandini confesses 
that she no longer loves him. The film ends with Vanraj putting the mangalsutra 
(means holy thread, is a neck ornament worn by Hindu married woman during the 
life-time of her husband and is never removed) on Nandini and embracing her.  
Director Sanjay Leela Bhansali has a penchant for love stories and making 
grand sets. This film is no different. He is also known for giving more screen space 
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and meaningful role to his heroines [e.g., Khamoshi: The Musical (1996), Devdas 
(2002), Black (2005) and Goliyon Ki Raasleela: Ram-Leela (2013)].  
Nandini’s character has been roughly divided in two parts in the film. The first 
part deals with Nandini as a careless and a youthful maiden, and the second part is 
about Nandini as a sober and sombre wife. Nandini as a maiden has been infused with 
characteristics that Bollywood uses for women in films involving family and love 
affair, for example Nisha in Hum Aapke Hain Kaun (1994). Such girls are loved by all 
the members of the family. They are fun-loving persons who like to indulge in 
youthful antics and jokes. Usually, no mention is made about their education or other 
social achievements. They are invariably defined in terms of an obedient daughter or a 
sweet sister. Their sole use is to provide a lively and youthful contrast to their parents, 
usually, the father, the head of the family and a big achiever in terms of success and 
money. The film introduces Nandini with a song, whose lyrics call her a ‘wonder of 
nature’ and whose beauty is incomparable. The song is more like a paean of feminine 
beauty and we see Nandini’s youthful beauty in its full glory. Nandini is more 
captivating in the song, because the song has been filmed in dry and parched 
landscapes of a desert. A deliberate contrast has been created, where Nandini 
performs a “spectacular dance-play in the middle of the desert, bringing out her 
innocence, beauty and vitality all at the same time” (Cliofi, 2011).  
Clothes, the age-old tool of defining a woman in Bollywood, are used once 
again to define Nandini. Since she belongs to a traditional Gujrati family, she is 
dressed in Ghagra Choli throughout the film until her marriage. The moment she is 
married, we see her attire change to sober saris.  
Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam belongs to a series of Hindi films made in the 90s 
that depicted a large upper class Hindu family, which spoke about traditions, culture 
and the patriarch’s ultimate control over the lives of the females of the family. In the 
film when it is discovered that one of the women of the house (Nandini’s cousin 
Anupama) has transgressed, Pandit Darbar calls a meeting and says “a girl can only 
marry with the consent of her father…after the marriage a husband should be 
everything for a woman…this has been the tradition in this family.” When Nandini 
tries to raise some protest, she is told not to interfere. Pandit Darbar exerts his power 
on Nandini and forces her to marry Vanraj, a man she does not love. Even Nandini’s 
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mother is not sympathetic to her and says, “I did not expect this from you…what have 
you done? Nobody has the right to love in this family…after all there are certain 
traditions of this family. Your father is a respected man…his head hangs in shame 
because of you.” Nandini’s mother further calls Sameer a foreigner, whose family and 
lineage is unknown. Nandini’s mother is also interested in knowing whether she had 
any sexual relations with Sameer. She asks Nandini, “have you done something which 
will shame us? Has he touched you?” Nandini points towards her wrist and then 
moves her finger to her lips…her mother, aghast, pushes her…Nandini yells, “he has 
touched my soul.” Nandini’s mother is not interested in the psychological trauma her 
daughter is facing. Her point of concern is her daughter’s virginity. Nandini’s mother, 
an embodiment of the patriarchal norms in the upper class household of Pandit 
Darbar, seems obsessed with virginity, which specifies the characteristics of Indian 
patriarchy and its long obsessions with virginity. It is patriarchal interest in virginity 
that is further related to the concept of honour and purity. As Pandit Darbar says when 
an aunt complains about Nandini and Sameer, “Nandini is as pure as my music, and if 
there is any flaw in Nandini I will leave music forever.” Music for Pandit Darbar is 
his bread and butter. It is because of music that he has an exalted status in the family 
and in the society. Music is also his honour. Indeed, he leaves the profession of music 
after he discovers that Nandini is romantically involved with Sameer. The message is 
implicit – his ‘honour’ has been soiled because Nandini is no longer ‘pure’. By 
associating a woman with concepts of purity and honour, Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam 
leaped into a dangerous territory. It is pertinent to note that honour killing, “extreme 
acts of domestic violence culminating in the murder of a woman by her family or 
community” (Meetoo & Mirza, 2007), is a growing problem in India, particularly in 
northern India. Many high-profile cases have come to the limelight where a woman 
and usually her lover or husband are brutally killed on the name of bringing 
‘dishonour’ to the family by loving, or marrying, somebody outside of their caste or 
religion.  
After the marriage, Nandini remains detached to her husband. She does not 
reciprocate his feelings or his sexual interest. In one scene, when Vanraj is trying to 
make love to her, a disgusted Nandini pushes him away. A dumbfounded Vanraj says 
“we are married”, to which Nandini replies by removing the pallu of her sari. She 
offers her body in a crude gesture. A righteous Vanraj is aghast at his wife’s actions. 
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He avers “marriage is not a union of two bodies, it is the union of two souls as well.” 
Vanraj’s sacrificial nature and uprightness is further established during a conversation 
between Vanraj and his father. Vanraj says to his father, “Nandini does not belong to 
me…she loves somebody else…do you want me to live a life of pain so that the 
society remains satisfied? His father retorts, “you belong to a Rajput family…you are 
a man…you cannot control your woman…where is your masculinity? Vanraj replies, 
“is suppressing a woman…controlling her happiness a form of masculinity? You can 
only control a woman’s body through masculinity…you cannot control her heart and 
her soul.”  
When Nandini continues with her cold behaviour towards Vanraj, her mother 
intervenes. Nandini protests and says that she will never consider Vanraj as her 
husband. Nandini’s mother also questions as to why she is not wearing the 
mangalsutra. She says to Nandini, “for you, these are just beads of black pearl…the 
day you realize the power of these pearls, you will understand the power of 
mangalsutra…it has a lot of powers.” Nandini replies, “for you this may hold 
power…for me it is a burden.” Nandini’s reply is atypical of wives in Bollywood. 
Nandini breaks a taboo and has the courage to question the holiness of an article that 
has been sanctified by manusmriti (ancient Hindi legal text) itself. Hindi cinema has 
long sanctified marriage and marriage-related artefacts such as mangalsutra. The 
opinion of Nandini’s mother on the ‘power’ of mangalsutra fits aptly to the part of 
Hindi cinema’s obsession with all things marriage. In the end of the movie, however, 
Nandini’s mother stands corrected, and the film ultimately does prove the power of 
mangalsutra. Calling mangalsutra a symbol, Kaul (2016) writes that “these overt 
symbols stand as simple manifestations of the much larger patriarchal ideology of 
gender roles and expectations, and thereby the preservation of an essentialised 
Indianness.” 
Initially, Nandini had refused to even consider Vanraj as his husband. In a 
relatively short period of time, she completely changes. Despite meeting Sameer, she 
chooses to go with Vanraj. What makes her change her decision? The only other 
noteworthy thing to happen during Vanraj and Nandini’s stay in Italy is the robbing 
incident during which Vanraj takes care of his wife. This short scene is the 
explanation given by the filmmakers to explain a change in Nandini’s heart. The 
biggest explanation, it seems, is the mangalsutra itself. When Nandini returns to 
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Vanraj, we see her opening her fists to reveal the mangalsutra, the same mangalsutra 
that she had derided before. Vanraj takes the mangalsutra and puts it around her neck, 
while Sanskrit hymns are echoing in the background. Rao (2002) explains Nandini’s 
decision 
Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam’s self-consciously colourful ethnicity 
allows Aishwarya Rai to rediscover the sanctity of her mangalsutra 
when the noble self-sacrificing, pucca desi husband seeks to reunite 
her with her first love who is an insouciant, half-Italian Romeo. Such 
Transgression, however tastefully wrapped in visual opulence, is 
disturbing when it comes from an undeniably talented filmmaker like 
Sanjay Leela Bhansali. (p. 111) 
Mishra (2002) comparing the film with Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (1995) further 
puts light on the symbology of the scene  
[T]here is no change of heart on the parts of parents here as in 
DDLJ; the change occurs in the woman herself, who gradually falls 
in love with her husband so that in the end “arranged love marriage” 
is granted privilege over love marriage. . . in the realm of scopic 
desire the symbology of the mangalsutra (the auspicious thread tied 
by the bridegroom around his bride’s neck) plays a decisive role. (p. 
259) 
Mangalsutra, though a religious artefact, is also a tool of patriarchy to control a 
woman’s life and her desires. In Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam, it is Nandini herself who 
chooses the mangalsutra, and her husband, thereby not only affirming the sanctity of 
marriage but also validating patriarchal norms. Her decision holds even more weight 
as she is the same person who earlier called mangalsutra a burden. She, according to 
the filmmakers, returns to her senses and realises for herself the power of the ‘black 
beads’ of mangalsutra. 
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Findings and Conclusions 
A total of ten female protagonists were analyzed in ten selected films from a 
time period covering 50 years that is from 1950 to 2000. These were Anita from Mr. 
& Mrs. 55 (1955), Radha from Mother India (1957), Chhoti Bahu from Sahib Biwi 
Aur Ghulam (1962), Rosie from Guide (1965), Uma from Abhimaan (1972), Julie 
from Julie (1975), Manorama from Prem Rog (1982), Kiran from Zakhmi Aurat 
(1988), Damini from Damini (1993) and Nandini from Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam 
(1999). 
Anita is the modern woman from Mr. & Mrs. 55 (1955), who loved to wear 
non-traditional dresses. Her character is placed in an urban setting and she is a 
confidant woman who can speak her mind. In Mr. & Mrs. 55, we see the noted auteur 
Guru Dutt define the idolized and perfect wife for the audience in the form of 
Preetam’s sister-in-law. She spends her time from dawn to dusk in household chores. 
She bears children, as children and fecundity are important for her as a woman, and 
does not complain if her husband physically assaults her, after all he loves her too, 
and her life centers around her husband and children.  This perfect wife has been 
created as a role model for Anita. Anita’s character has been created to define the 
undesirable wife – she wears shorts, goes outside to watch tennis match, has a male 
friend and is under the influence of a man-hating aunt. Anita is impressed by the wife 
defined by the film and immediately affirms her love for Preetam. She is also ready to 
lose her past identity and become the wife as desired by the filmmaker. The defining 
characteristic of Anita in Mr. & Mrs. 55 is that of an undesirable wife who becomes 
desirable as defined by the filmmakers.  
The character of Radha from Mother India (1957) is primarily defined as a 
mother, not only of her children but of the ‘entire nation’. Radha’s role as that of a 
mother is infused with characteristics that will almost become cliché in the future 
films depicting mothers. She is of a sacrificing and altruistic nature, a perfect image of 
anguished motherhood. Her trials and tribulations have been glorified and exalted. 
The countless sacrifices resulted in the title, Mother India. Radha represents 
motherhood as defined by a nation. She has the resilience to suffer continuously but 
also has the ability to be a feminine punisher, who will not shy away from killing her 
own son. Radha, like the other wives in this study and in Hindi cinema, is attired and 
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characterized as a wife defined by Bollywood. The defining characteristic of Radha in 
Mother India is that of a suffering mother whose suffering is glorified and exalted. 
She embodies the nation-as-mother concept in Indian tradition. 
Chhoti Bahu in Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (1962) is punished with death for an 
imagined transgression, though her killers suffer too in the film. Her ordeal ending 
with death has been glorified and exalted. She spends her life fighting for the attention 
of his debauched husband. The film’s songs and semiotics celebrate the character of a 
suffering and rejected wife. While the film can also be interpreted as a critique of a 
feudal-patriarchal system, it is the image of Chhoti Bahu’s life as a forever-longing 
wife that remains the defining feature of the film. The suffering and the pain is 
interpreted as positive, when Chhoti Bahu, in the end calls herself as Sati Savitri. 
Chhoti Bahu’s identity as a married woman has been highlighted by fetishizing the 
markers or symbols of marriage, from vermilion to the bindi. The defining identity of 
Chhoti Bahu is her Pativrata (virtuous wife) nature. She carries this identity proudly 
and tragically. The defining characteristic of Chhoti Bahu in Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam 
is that of a suffering wife, whose death is celebrated by evoking the tradition of Sati.  
Rosie is different from the women characters analyzed in this study. Her 
proclamation to Marco, her impotent husband, that ‘Marco Main Jeena Chahti Hoon’ 
(Marco I want to live!) makes her a rare kind of wife in Hindi cinema. From the point 
of view of Hindi cinema, she transgresses, when she leaves her husband to live with 
her lover. She is neither punished nor made to feel guilty about this, though there are 
several minor attempts to do so. She even resists and raises a protest when her lover 
tries to economically exploit her. Rosie as a woman character in Hindi film, has a 
voice, not a symbolic voice with no effect, but a real voice, which she uses to chart 
her own destiny. Rosie is not ashamed of her devdasi past. She embraces her past as a 
dancing girl and uses it for her own economic advantage. One of the central theme of 
the movie is the economic independence of a woman, the more a woman is free in 
economic terms, the less she is dependent on men for life and sustenance. Though in 
the end, a song labels her as bewafa (unfaithful) and she does repent in front of Raju 
and realizes the importance of him. The repentance is not one-sided. Raju, too, 
accepts that he became materialistic and greedy. What explains Rosie’s different 
nature and character? One of the reasons is that the character of Rosie was not written 
for the screen, but was adapted from a novel written by a celebrated Indian author, R. 
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K. Narayan. The author is also behind the creation of the charming town of Malgudi 
and the real, ordinary people that populated the fictional town. Originally, Rosie was 
the creation of a celebrated and noted author R. K. Narayan, then she was transcribed 
on the screen. That Rosie did not come out of the pen of a Bollywood screen writer or 
a director perhaps freed her from the stereotyping and unnecessary melodrama. The 
defining characteristic of Rosie in Guide is that of an independent woman who has the 
ability to chart her own destiny, though she was dependent on a man for her success, 
she does not become a martyr.  
Uma’s character in Abhimaan (1972) has been painted with soft hues. She is 
quite, demure and religious. She sports a bindi and vermillion, and dresses up in sober 
saris. Her real role in the film is of a working woman in an Indian family. Though the 
film begins with the breaking of a stereotype, a wife being more talented than a 
husband, Abhimaan ultimately defines and reduces Uma in terms of motherhood. 
Uma’s miscarriage and her yearning for a child are her defining characteristics in the 
movie. The movie does not offer a tangible solution for the domestic problems arising 
out of tensions between a working couple. The solution provided is typically 
melodramatic and impractical to the point of being absurd. Though the film chastises 
the haughty male personified by Amitabh Bachchan, the reprimand is quite light and 
the film immediately moves the focus on Uma’s pain due to the loss of a child. 
Another defining feature of Uma in the film is her non-complaining nature. She, like 
the typical wives of Hindi cinema, quietly accepts her husband’s haughtiness and 
harshness. She is even willing to sacrifice her career, once again the image of 
altruistic-sacrificing image of a wife is evoked. The defining characteristic of Uma in 
Abhimaan is that of a silent and obedient wife. Her aspiration for motherhood has 
been portrayed as her one and only feature.  
Julie (1975) tries to address the social issue of unwed motherhood. While the 
film accepts Julie and her child in typical melodramatic Bollywood fashion, it does so 
at a price. The price is unrivalled stereotyping of Julie as a Christian Anglo-Indian 
woman. Another defining feature of Julie is the sexual objectification of her character. 
The film defines Julie as an object of desire and makes sure that the audience 
interprets Julie as a woman who deserves what was in store, that is her pregnancy 
arising out of premarital sex. While Anglo-Indians in general and Christians in 
particular are almost absent from the mainstream Hindi cinema, the roles they have 
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been assigned over a period of time are mere stereotypes. Why did the director choose 
Julie, a Christian, for the role? Perhaps the answer lies in the belief that as a Christian 
with perceived lifestyle Julie would be amenable for a role demanding premarital sex. 
The defining characteristic of Julie in Julie is that of an independent woman who 
suffers due to her sexual choice.   
Manorama in Prem Rog starts off as a young and vivacious girl full of verve 
and vitality. Her transformation as a subdued and quite widow after the death of her 
husband is absolute. Manorama not only becomes religious during her widowhood, 
she also quietly accepts all the humiliating and orthodox traditions forced on her. Her 
emancipation ultimately comes at the hand of a man, Devdhar. An educated and 
egalitarian outsider comes to the rescue of an exploited Manorama. Though the film 
captures the horrors of the plight of a widow in India, we do not see any protest from 
Manorama, nor does she question the orthodox beliefs and practices. The sole 
rebellion to the regressive practices of widowhood comes from Devdhar. The defining 
characteristic of Manorama in Prem Rog is that of a suffering widow who accepts all 
the trials and tribulations without complaining.    
Kiran in Zakhmi Aurat (1988) is a rape survivor who becomes a female-
avenger and castrates her rapists. While the solution provided for the problem of rape 
is a bit utopian and crass, Kiran is able to portray the trauma of a rape victim with 
grace. Before Kiran makes the decision of becoming a vigilante, she has dealt with the 
shame rape survivors are subjected to in Indian society. We see her speaking in terms 
of ‘purity’ and ‘impurity’, terms long associated with rape victims in Indian culture. 
Kiran, a woman and an educated police officer, is unable to disassociate herself with 
Indian patriarchal definitions of ‘purity’ of a woman. Kiran’s validation comes at the 
hand of a man, once again a woman has been rescued by a man in a Hindi film. The 
film also uses religious motifs to explain the stigma related to rape. Religion is also 
evoked and used as a source of fighting evil. The defining characteristic of Kiran in 
Zakhmi Aurat is that of a rape survivor who avenges her rape.  
Damini in Damini (1993) is a crusader of justice. Once again, the issue of rape 
is evoked, but this time a woman other than the victim is fighting for justice. While 
Damini obtains support from a male lawyer in the fight against the corrupt system, 
she has great empathy with the rape victim. As a woman, she relates to the victim and 
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imagines herself in the place of the victim. Damini has been portrayed as an upright 
and truthful woman. It is shown that these qualities assist her fight the long battle of 
justice. The director resorts to mythical symbology and imagines Damini as a 
vengeful goddess in the form of Druga, who will annihilate her enemies. The defining 
characteristic of Damini in in the film is that of an upright and honest woman who 
fights for justice.   
Nandini in Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999) initially takes a sharp departure 
from the wives of Hindi cinema, she has the guts to challenge the holiness and 
veracity of mangalsutra itself. She is unwilling to accept her husband. She complains 
and repeatedly refuses exhortations to accept her husband. The woman in Nandini has 
been given a voice and originality. All this changes in the end, when the sanctity of 
the mangalsutra and marriage is upheld once again. Without any plausible 
explanations, she leaves her lover for the husband. The defining characteristic of 
Nandini is that of a rebellious wife who ultimately gives up her rebellion, and returns 
to her marriage. 
It is slightly difficult to trace the evolution of women characters in the selected 
films from 1950 to 2000, since they do not follow a set pattern. However, a rough 
layout of the evolution of women in these films can be sketched. During 1950 to 
1960, the characterization of women was regressive and had strong stamp of 
patriarchal influence. In the decade of 1960--1970, in one of the films (Sahab Biwi 
Aur Ghulam) once again a woman suffers silently and is defined in terms of a woman 
defined in religion. The exception during this decade is Rosie, however. In the time of 
1970 to 1980, the characterization of women as servile beings continues. A bit of an 
exception is Julie who makes her own sexual decisions, but that decision of her is 
shown as a mistake, for which she suffers. During 1980 to 1990, two diametrically 
opposite characters emerge. Manorama, like her predecessors, is willing to suffer and 
Kiran is ready to take action and chart her future. Lastly, in 1990--2000, two slightly 
different types of women emerge. Damini is shown as a crusader of justice who has 
the ability to take initiative. On the contrary, Nandini is a rebellious wife, but her 
rebelliousness is cut short due to the strong influence of religion on the film. Her 
character has been used to justify the power of a religious artefact (mangalsutra). 
Several changes could be discerned in the portrayal of women from 1950 to 2000. 
From 1960s onwards, women protagonists became more vocal about their desires and 
144 
aspirations and could voice their concerns. Specifically, in 1980s and in the 1990s, 
women characters tried to chart their own destiny, but complete independence in 
actions was absent. Women continued to be dependent on men. Every decade bears 
the strong imprint of patriarchal influence on the construction of female characters, 
without exception.   
Except Julie, none of the characters were explicitly sexually objectified. It is 
pertinent to note that Julie was a story of pre-marital sex. She engaged in consensual 
sex with her male partner and is shown to suffer for the act. She is ostracized for her 
act and has to bear the burden alone. The male partner is untouched by the suffering. 
Julie’s character has been presented in a manner in which she appears to be open to 
the idea of pre-marital sex. A variety of ways are used to achieve this, for example her 
clothes in the film and her friendship with males.    
Except Rosie from Guide and Damini from Damini, none of the women 
characters can act as role models for women in Indian society. Seemingly strong 
women characters such as Julie, Kiran and Nandini either depend on their male 
counterparts for validation or are helped by males in their journey. The impact of the 
feminine deities is too strong on their characters. A religious artefact or a book or a 
deity has persistently been used as a reference point to define them. Moreover, they 
do not represent religion or a deity in in its full complexity and dynamics. Only those 
aspects of religion have been used that satisfy a male imagination of women. In other 
words, their portrayal depicts the appropriation of a woman’s image defined in 
religion by men.  
The dominant image of womanhood that is depicted in the selected films is 
that of a suffering woman. Radha from Mother India, Chhoti Bahu from Sahib Biwi 
Aur Ghulam, Uma from Abhimaan, Julie from Julie, Manorama from Prem Rog, 
Damini from Damini and Nandini from Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam, all these 
characters suffer due to one or the other reason. Damini is a minor exception, though 
she suffers the price of being truthful. All these women characters can be seen crying 
or suffering throughout the length of the movie.  
Popular Hindi cinema is not quite known for raising social issues. Often, 
social issues are mixed with the melodramatic nature of the film. The distinctive 
nature of Hindi cinema that puts emphasis on songs, spectacle and pomp somewhat 
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shadows the social issues being raised. In the selected films, however, several social 
issues could be discerned. In Mother India (1957), the trials and tribulations of a 
single mother are focused upon. The woman in this case, according to the film, should 
remain steadfast and morally upright and bear all the problems and hardships with 
grace and without complaining. In Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (1962), the role of a wife 
and a woman in a feudal family is commented upon. While the males in the family 
were heavily criticized and the film itself is a scathing critique of a feudal mindset, the 
women in the film were not supposed to rebel or voice their concerns. Constant 
devotion of the uncaring husband was the only option left to them. Guide (1965) 
raises the issue of a wife unhappy with her marriage. The solution provided in the film 
is simple. A woman must walk away from such a marriage. Abhimaan (1972) 
questions the role of a working woman in the society and in the family. The film does 
not provide any solution to the problems that might arise due to the clash between a 
working couple. Julie (1975) raises the taboo topic of premarital sex and pregnancy in 
Indian society. The film provides, for one more time, a simple solution for the issue. 
Such women must be accepted by the society. Prem Rog (1982) raises the pertinent 
issue of the plight of widows in the Indian society and the historic and religious issue 
of widow re-marriage in India. The film provides a straightforward answer. Widows 
must be allowed to remarry. Zakhmi Aurat (1988) provides an impractical and 
melodramatic answer to the issue of rape in India – surgical castration of the rapists. 
However, acceptance of the rape survivors was a theme that was highlighted in the 
movie. Damini (1993) is a harsh critique of the judicial system, society and the media 
in relation to provide justice to rape survivors. The film provides a logical and legal 
answer to the problem of rape. Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999) once again raised 
the issue of wife unhappy with her marriage. The film proffers no concrete answer 
and ultimately upholds the sanctity of the marriage.  
This work concludes by quoting two icons of Hindi cinema: Hema Malini and 
Javed Akhtar. Hema Malini, a super star of Bollywood, is one of the most 
recognizable faces of Hindi cinema. She has done myriad of roles, and has acted in 
over 100 films. Starting from 1961, her career spanned nearly half a century. About 
the portrayal of women in Hindi films through her personal experience, she says: 
so many roles, so many trends, so many kinds of cinema and so 
many stories…I have projected different images during different 
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decades, voiced different concerns-sometimes as a daughter, 
sometimes as a wife and mother- but often I ask myself if things 
have really changed. I’m not sure. (Somayya et al., p. 100) 
Javed Akhtar, an eminent lyricist and a formidable scriptwriter of Hindi cinema, 
agrees that the portrayal of women needs a change. He asserts that “everyone in the 
film industry knows the image of the Indian woman is to change, but as to what the 
new image is going to be there is complete confusion (Virdi, 2003). 
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